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			Chapter One

			Her face was close to mine. Too close. Her blue eyes were wide and unblinking, her smile never faltering. The expression was disturbing in its cheerful passivity.

			I let her fall against the short attic wall. Beams of sunlight fought through the grime on the small dormer windows, and dust motes bobbed and weaved like drunken stars in the attic galaxy.

			I stepped back a distance and shivered. “The way they look at you is so . . . creepy.”

			“You got that right,” said Maya Jackson, one of the suckers—I mean, volunteers—helping with the Spooner House Halloween fund-raiser project. Maya was in her early twenties, with a serious, intelligent air; the kind who quietly and efficiently got things done. She had quickly become my right-hand woman.

			She dumped her own charge next to mine. The jointed figures slumped toward one another, still smiling, glass eyes staring at us.

			When dressed in frilly period clothing, held upright by sturdy iron stands or seated in leather wing chairs with ankles genteelly crossed, these mannequins graced the parlor and library of Spooner House, a run-down Victorian mansion-turned-museum in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury neighborhood. Thaddeus Spooner, who had inherited a fortune made during California’s early days of copper mining, was a famous doll maker who had built the three-story Spooner House for his blushing bride from Boston.

			The mansion was painted in somber shades of mauve, gold, and gray and was crowned by a black wrought iron widow’s walk high atop a tall, shingled tower. It had been a grand home when the Spooners were alive, but for the past several decades Spooner House had limped along as a dusty, volunteer-run museum, staffed by elderly docents. The many signs of neglect—sagging window frames, distressed paint, rotting porch planks, a mossy roof—contributed to the house’s eerie Gothic air.

			Students from a local performing arts college had recently “discovered” the museum and were attempting to breathe new life into it. I suspected the attraction stemmed in no small part from the chance to dress up in the authentic period clothing required of all the Spooner House staff, and as a fan of outrageous fashions, I sympathized. What could be more fun for theater types than to prance around in vintage clothes and pretend to be part of a long-lost world?

			As for me, I was here because I couldn’t keep my big mouth shut.

			Less than a week from now Spooner House would host a Haunted Halloween Ball to raise funds for the museum as well as for a nearby youth center. When the head of the museum board, Ed Gaskin, approached me to see if I’d be willing to bring the building up to code so that it could get insurance for the fund-raiser, I said, “Sure, I’ll help!” I’m a sucker for local history and those who work with at-risk youth.

			And, as the general manager of Turner Construction, historic renovation is my bread and butter. I figured I would unstick a window here, replace a rotted floorboard there. How hard could it be?

			File those under “famous last words.”

			Almost immediately the project spiraled out of control. I was now behind schedule and putting more time and effort into this volunteer job than I was in my paying projects. Like I said: I’m a sucker. With a big mouth.

			“Mannequins are naturally creepy,” said Maya as she hitched one hip up on an old steamer trunk. She took a swig of water from an aluminum bottle, then held it out to me. “We don’t use them much at Aunt Cora’s Closet. My boss doesn’t like them.”

			“Aunt Cora’s Closet is the vintage clothes store where you work?” I asked her.

			“Yeah. It’s just down the street, on Haight at Ashbury. That’s how I heard about this project in the first place—my boss, Lily, donated the clothes for a couple of the mannequins. The docents are always coming by, looking for items from the period.”

			“They’re beautiful clothes. All those tiny stitches, buttons made of bone, handmade lace . . .”

			She nodded, the beads at the end of her braids clicking together pleasantly. “I never cared much about old clothes before I started working at the shop, but I gotta say—it’s addictive. When you think of the people who wore these clothes, once upon a time . . . especially the really old pieces, like these . . .”

			We observed the grouping.

			“It’s a shame we can’t leave the mannequins out for the fund-raiser,” said Maya. “They’re spooky enough for Halloween, in my book.”

			“Gaskin was adamant that we put them away for safekeeping. They’re quite old, and I guess pretty valuable. Anyway, thanks so much for your help—I’m not sure how I would have managed without you. The other students haven’t been overly helpful.”

			“No problem.” The students’ decorating committee was champing at the bit to strew the place with skeletons and jack-o’-lanterns, but not nearly so interested in the nitty-gritty repairs and general cleanup required to get the Haunted House fund-raiser off the ground. They showed up when I asked them to, but kept wandering off to loll in the gardens, chat, and tap on their smartphones.

			“What about me?” asked Adam Mosler as he popped his head up into the attic. “I’m helping.”

			Adam was a boyishly handsome twenty-something with a ready smile. Not particularly tall or muscled, he habitually wore the fashions of the last century. Dressed today in a waistcoat and breeches, with a silk ascot at his neck, he looked every bit the part of the jaunty young heir.

			When I announced we’d be having a Spooner House workday, I had assumed everyone would arrive in jeans and T-shirts, like Maya. Instead, the students showed up in full costume. Theater types—go figure.

			“Thanks, Adam. I really appreciate it.”

			“Where d’ya want the stiff?” Adam asked, referring to the figure clutched in his arms.

			“Right over with the other mannequins is fine,” I instructed.

			“Not to quibble, but these aren’t mannequins,” said Adam as he plunked his dummy down on her backside, beside the others. “They’re life-sized dolls, hand carved and painted by the original owner of the house, Thaddeus Spooner. He made one for each member of his family: his wife, himself, his sister Hazel and her husband, Frederick, and the three Spooner kids, Charity, Reginald, and Betsy.”

			“Really? Wow. That’s . . .” I stopped mid-sentence but finished the thought in my head: not really any less creepy. As my friends and family often point out, I’m not overly blessed with tact and social graces, and so lately I had been making an effort to keep my smart remarks to myself.

			“. . . amazing?” supplied Adam helpfully.

			“The very word I was looking for: amazing.”

			I heard Maya snort, and we shared a smile. Seems I’d found a kindred spirit.

			“That’s one reason the house was turned into a museum.” Adam continued with what I suspected was his practiced docent speech. “Thaddeus Spooner was a world-famous doll maker, and his son, Reginald, became a stage magician. I guess he was pretty well-known, though I’m not sure how much competition there was back then. Matter of fact, that’s Reginald’s magic trunk, right there.”

			Maya, who had been sitting on the trunk, stood up quickly and moved away.

			“What’s in it?” I asked.

			“It’s, like, locked.” A red stain covered his cheeks, rising above the stubble on his young face. “I mean, we just sort of checked once, not like we were breaking in or anything. . . .”

			“No worries,” I said. “Who wouldn’t want to peek into a stage magician’s trunk?”

			“Me,” said Maya, with feeling.

			“’Kay, I’ll go bring up the last one,” Adam said as he disappeared through the hatch opening and started slowly down the steep attic stairs.

			From below I heard the sounds of hammering. I had yanked one of my best carpenters, Jeremy Velasquez, from a paying project, and he was currently replacing the rotting floorboards in the porch; next he would tend to the spongy stair treads. I had already fixed a low-grade natural gas leak, re-glazed a couple of broken windows, replaced some frayed knob-and-tube electrical wiring, and attended to the persistent dripping of several of the pipe joints. A few more small repairs and this place would be good to go.

			It was comforting to know that Jeremy was taking care of the compromised sections of stairs and floors—number two on the safety list, right after that gas leak. A haunted house was one thing, a scary house was perfect . . . but a dangerous house? Not so much. A visit to the E.R. would not encourage the Halloween partygoers to open their wallets and donate to the charitable cause.

			“So, how are we doing with the rest of Gaskin’s list?” Maya asked, gesturing with her chin to the printout I had taken out of the pocket of my coveralls.

			“Let’s see . . .” I ran down the to-do list, mentally checking off the tasks we’d finished. “We still need to stow away the small breakable items, like the china figurines in the parlor and the front hall, as well as the tabletop clocks. And he’s decided we should pack up the lace-tatting display in the master bedroom. I—”

			One of the mannequins fell over with a thunk.

			Maya and I jumped.

			“Would that be Thaddeus?” Maya whispered. “Or . . . Uncle Frederick?”

			“Good question,” I said. I approached the doll carefully and lifted him into a sitting position. His head cocked to the side, and he fixed me with a glassy-eyed stare, as though assessing my motives. A goatee and monocle gave the doll a distinguished look, but its unblinking gaze was disconcerting.

			Suddenly I realized why most store mannequins are faceless—or at least featureless: it was unsettling to think they might have their own personalities and characters.

			I must have muttered something under my breath, because Maya chuckled softly. “My boss says mannequins like these give us the willies because they can be used as poppets in magical systems.”

			“Poppets?”

			“That’s what she calls them: like when someone makes a wax doll that represents a person and sticks it with pins or whatever.”

			I fixed her with a look. “I thought you said your boss was a vintage clothing dealer?”

			“She is.”

			“So how does she know about . . . poppets?”

			“Lily’s . . . well, she’s unique. She’s traveled a lot, and knows a lot about a lot of things.”

			“Sounds like an interesting person.”

			Maya opened her mouth as though she was about to say more, then shrugged and arranged a cardboard box atop a pile.

			Once upon a time I was something of a cynic. A lot of people in my life would argue I still was, but I felt I was softening. When it comes to romance, for example, I was allowing myself to get involved with a charming green contractor named Graham Donovan. And when it came to supernatural stuff, like spirituality or religion or however one categorized it . . . well, not only had I become a true believer in life beyond the veil, but not so long ago Haunted Home Quarterly had named me California’s number one up-and-coming ghost buster.

			That was not a title I had aspired to, but since it was out of my hands at this point I figured I might as well enjoy my fifteen minutes of fame. It’s not as if renovation contractors were often singled out for public accolades.

			“Last one!” Adam called out as he handed another poppet through the attic hatch. “Need anything else up here?”

			“We’re all set, thanks,” I said and Adam went back downstairs.

			Maya and I carried the latest arrival over to join the rest of its family.

			“Wait . . . where’s Reginald?” asked Maya, eyeing the dolls.

			“What?”

			“Adam said there was one doll for each of the Spooner family: two parents, a son, two daughters, and an aunt and uncle. That’s seven. But there are only six poppets here, and both of the males look middle-aged, too old to be Reginald, don’t you think?”

			“Um . . .” I gazed at the poppets. “You’re right. So, maybe that wasn’t the last doll.” I went to the attic door and called down, “Adam?”

			No answer.

			“Let’s go pack up the rest of the knickknacks,” I said. “Maybe Reginald will turn up.”

			“I just hope not in a dark alley.”

			“At midnight,” I added.

			“With the fog rolling in,” Maya embellished.

			We shared a laugh, then headed for the stairs. Maya went first, and as I turned to close the hatch behind me, I saw something out of the corner of my eye.

			I did a double take.

			One of the dolls –was it Betsy?— held one hand aloft, as though to wave good-bye.

			Get a grip, Mel, I told myself. Her arm must have been like that before, I just hadn’t noticed.

			I stared at the strange grouping for a long moment. Nothing happened.

			Blowing out a long breath, I started lowering the hatch.

			Then Betsy turned her odd, smiling face toward me.

			I slammed the hatch shut, my heart pounding.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Safely settled back downstairs, I hurried out to the wraparound porch and pretended to check on Jeremy’s progress. In reality, I needed a moment outside, surrounded by the comforting sounds of hammering and the buzz of an electric saw; the scents of fresh-cut wood and a nearby flowering trumpet vine; the warmth of the fall sunshine.

			Could that doll really have turned her face toward me?

			Nonsense, my sterner self said. It was a doll, an inanimate object. No doubt we had propped Betsy—or could it be Charity?—off-balance, and her head had shifted position due to the pull of gravity. Or something. Simple physics; nothing strange about it. She wasn’t looking at me.

			Still, I couldn’t quite shake off the sense of the willies.

			“I see the volunteers are hard at work,” Jeremy said with a nod at the students sprawled on the patch of lawn in the shade of an oak tree.

			“They’re not particularly inspired by the repairs and cleanup,” I said. “I’m sure once I can give them the go-ahead for decorating, they’ll find their motivation. Doing the grunt work is what separates the amateurs from us professionals.”

			Jeremy shook his head and screwed down another slat of redwood.

			Although there were several volunteers who showed up on-site from time to time, a core group called Spooner House their second home. In addition to Adam there was Byron, who had a stocky, football-player physique. Tess was a raven-haired, big-eyed beauty who looked like she could play the cheerleader to Byron’s quarterback. Duff was quiet, tall, and blond; very Nordic looking. Riley was the nerdy academic to Tess’s cheerleader: She wore heavy glasses and tended to hunch over, her face shielded by lanky, muddy-brown hair. She seemed smart but unsure of herself.

			The core group palled around in their vintage clothes and, with the exception of the ever-present phones in their hands, looked very much as if they belonged to the Spooners’ era. The only one not in costume today was Adam’s uncle Preston, who was thirty years old if he was a day. Preston was a tall, golden-haired man who would have been attractive had he not spent his days hanging around with college students a full decade younger than he. Preston also had a way of holding one’s gaze a little too intently, smiling a tad too broadly, agreeing to tasks way too obsequiously.

			“Hey, guys,” I yelled. “How about some help boxing up the rest of the items? That way you’ll be able to start decorating first thing tomorrow morning.”

			The group got to their feet slowly, swiping at their backsides to rid themselves of grass and twigs. I hoped such casual treatment wouldn’t ruin what looked like authentic period outfits, but I kept my mouth shut. For one thing, the costumes weren’t really my concern. For another, the students already knew me as a nag, and Spooner House would be hosting the Haunted Halloween Ball in a few days, creepy mannequins in the attic or no. We were a bit under the gun.

			I squared my shoulders and went back inside, the students following behind me.

			The entry foyer was marked by a sweeping stair that hugged one wall, which was studded with a series of stained glass windows. Each window depicted an episode from a classic fairy tale: “The Pied Piper,” “Hansel and Gretel,” “Rapunzel.” A huge chandelier hung from the ceiling in the center of the stairwell, its crystals reflecting a rainbow of colors from the stained glass in the late afternoon. The newel posts on the staircase were intricately carved with knobs and curves and the occasional cherubic face. The parlor, library, and dining room featured fireplaces with fine wood mantels beautifully carved with acanthus leaves and angels. Throughout Spooner House, the tall ceilings were accentuated by egg-and-dart and dentil crown moldings, and the huge windows were framed by green, red, and gold velvet curtains that swept the floor.

			“Okay, folks, gather around and choose your poison.” I started reading off the remaining items on my to-do list. Among them was packing up the demonstrations of skills from another time: tatting, needlepoint, and quilt making for the women; guns and fly-fishing for the men. The students finally settled in to work, and for a little while I was surrounded by the sounds of busy hands taking care of business. Maya and Duff gathered the breakables, and Tess and Riley carefully wrapped them in newspaper and packed them into boxes. Preston set these at the foot of the stairs, and Byron and Adam took turns carrying them up the two flights to the attic.

			The industrious silence didn’t last long.

			“Hey, isn’t there a legend that says at night the Spooner mannequins come alive and go about their business?” said Preston.

			“No way,” Tess scoffed. “Somebody’s yanking your chain.”

			“That’s how I heard it,” said Adam with a sage nod and a hint of a smile. “They say the dolls interact and carry on at night, just like the Spooner family used to do.”

			“You guys,” whined Tess.

			“And on Halloween night, I hear, they’re particularly active. That’s the night the spirits can come and wander around freely. . . .” continued Uncle Preston.

			“Hey, Adam,” said Duff. “Dare you to spend the night in here.”

			“That’s Byron’s kind of stunt,” replied Adam with a grin, and he tossed a ball of wadded-up newspaper at Byron.

			“They’re coming to get you,” said Byron in an eerie voice, coming up behind Tess and tickling her.

			“Stop it,” said Tess. “Creeper.”

			Riley rolled her eyes at their antics and kept her head down as she wrapped a Tiffany-style lampshade.

			“Hey, that’s not a bad idea, Adam,” said Preston. “You should totally spend the night. Dare ya!”

			“Hey, you guys,” I said. “Don’t fool around in here. For real.”

			Now they all rolled their eyes. I was a nag and a killjoy.

			Everyone fell silent for a few moments as they resumed packing and hauling boxes.

			“So, you guys know the history of the family that lived here, right?” I said in an attempt to lighten the mood. “Want to practice your docent skills on me? I’d love to know more about the history of the house.”

			The group perked up at the opportunity to show off. Riley went first, explaining what I already knew about Thaddeus Spooner inheriting a copper mining fortune, becoming a famous doll maker, building this house as a wedding present, and bringing his bride, Miriam, to San Francisco from Boston. Thaddeus and Miriam had three children, and the family lived in the house with Thaddeus’s sister Hazel and her husband, Frederick. At some point Hazel and Frederick moved into their own house, now razed, down the street.

			“And then they all died,” Tess finished with a dramatic flourish.

			“I’m sorry?” I paused, handing a leather-bound journal and a silver filigreed pipe to Tess. “They all died?”

			“Everybody dies at some point,” Maya added sensibly.

			“Not like the Spooners did. It’s why Spooner House is the perfect Halloween haunted house,” said Riley. “’Cause everybody died tragically and . . . whatever.”

			“What happened?” Maya asked.

			Tess glanced around and spoke in a whisper. “Some say . . . the whole family caught the flu or something. But others say it was Reginald.”

			“Reginald, the Spooners’ son?” I asked.

			Tess nodded.

			“You’re saying Reginald killed his family?” I clarified.

			“Yep. According to the servants, the whole family was fine, and then one day Reginald sent all the help away. And when they came back, the family was just . . . gone. All except Reginald. Hazel and Frederick, Thaddeus’s sister and brother-in-law, accused Reginald of causing their deaths, though it’s not clear how they thought he did it. Reginald denied it all, of course, and insisted he would never hurt his family. Nothing was ever proven, but there was no denying that all the Spooners were dead. Except for Reginald . . .”

			“And then what?” I urged, intrigued.

			“He lived in the house by himself for a while,” said Duff with a shrug. “Never married. Lived off the money he inherited and did his magic shows.”

			“He wasn’t brought up on charges?”

			“He claimed it was the flu,” said Byron. “That was 1918, when millions of people died.”

			“At some point, I guess Reginald decided he couldn’t take it anymore,” said Adam, gesturing toward the front foyer. “He was found right there, in the foyer, swinging from that big chandelier. He hanged himself. On Halloween.”

			Great. Just . . . great, I thought, doing a mental head slap. Seems it was my destiny to get involved with every haunted house in San Francisco. When would I learn to ask for a detailed history of a house before agreeing to work on it?

			On the other hand . . . except for the creepy mannequins in the attic, I hadn’t encountered anything more disturbing than the numerous porcelain figurines. They were icky. But no tormented ghost of Reginald-the-murderer-turned-suicide, no spirits of murdered family members trying to make contact. For which, I thought, I am grateful.

			“Well,” said Maya in a blatant attempt to change the subject, “at least we don’t have to clean this place, right? The spiderwebs just add to the Halloween atmosphere.”

			“True.” I lifted a clock from the bureau, leaving a rectangle in the thick dust.

			“Hey, Mel,” said Adam, handing me a pewter-framed photograph in sepia tones. “Take a look at this: a Spooner family portrait. Don’t you think the dolls resemble the family pretty well? Thaddeus was a gifted artist.”

			I immediately recognized Thaddeus and Miriam, who sat on stiff-looking chairs in the center of the portrait. To the left and slightly behind Thaddeus stood a woman about his age who looked a lot like him—his sister Hazel, I presumed. Next to her was an older man, probably Uncle Frederick. To the right and slightly behind Miriam were two teenage girls, pretty in their frilly white finery. One girl rested her hand on her mother’s shoulder. And standing directly behind his parents, staring straight into the camera, was a young man dressed in what appeared to be a silk cape.

			“Why do they all have long hair?” I asked. “I expect that of the women, but why the men?”

			Byron smiled. “That’s the best part: Thaddeus insisted they grow their hair long so he could use it for the dolls.”

			“Ew,” said Tess. “What a bunch of weirdos.”

			“It’s just hair,” Riley said. “I mean, it’s not like he used their blood to paint the dolls’ faces or anything.”

			“Are you sure he didn’t?” Duff teased.

			“And the young man in the cape is Reginald?” I asked.

			“That’s what Mrs. Gutierrez said. According to her, Reginald always wore his magic cape. See the special ‘S’ embroidered at the throat?”

			“Magic cape?” I asked.

			“It was for his show,” said Tess. “’Cause he was a magician, remember?”

			“Oh, right. Speaking of Reginald, have any of you seen him around here?” I asked.

			“Reginald . . . Spooner?” Tess asked.

			I nodded.

			“He’s dead,” Riley said.

			“Yes, of course he is. I was referring to his mannequin.”

			They seemed to relax. I wasn’t sure if they were on edge because they thought the house really was haunted or because they were afraid the contractor was a crazy lady.

			Tess shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

			“Me either,” said Riley. “Do we know for sure his doll was here to begin with? I don’t remember seeing him.”

			She had a point. “I’ll check with Mrs. Gutierrez,” I said. “I saw her car in the driveway. She must be hiding downstairs.”

			Mrs. Gutierrez was the head docent who functioned as the liaison between me, the board, and the student volunteers. She was a short, worried woman who seemed alarmed by the energy of youth. I had dealt with her a fair amount in the course of fixing up the place but still hadn’t learned her first name. In the Bay Area, in this day and age, that said a lot.

			“Hey, d’ya think Mrs. Gutierrez always looks scared ’cause she has to work with Lurch?” commented Byron.

			“Dude, it’s possible,” said Adam.

			“Be nice, guys,” said Tess. Byron shrugged, but Adam blushed.

			“Lurch” was what the students called Ed Gaskin, the tall and dour-looking head of the Spooner House’s board. I didn’t approve of them making fun of him, of course, but had to admit he did look a lot like Lurch from the classic Addams Family movies and television series.

			“You guys keep going. I’ll be back in a minute,” I said and headed down the stairs to the basement, passing by another large doll in the shadowy corner. This was not a mannequin but a real doll: a large, almost life-sized, redheaded puppet. Since it had been mass-produced, the board had decided the students could decorate it and allow it to stay where it was for the party. It was kind of creepy, too.

			Just past the doll was a tiny room with the soaring high ceiling and multipaned windows common to Victorian architecture. These features made the small basement room airy and roomy, despite its dimensions.

			Mrs. Gutierrez was sitting with her back to the door. The sixtyish head docent was plump, with incongruously pitch-black hair she did up in a stiff helmet around a pleasant face.

			“Mrs. Gutierrez?”

			“Oh!” Her desk chair squeaked as she started, and she placed one hand over her heart.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“Lord in heaven,” she said, and looked past me.

			I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t about to be set upon by zombies—or Reginald’s mannequin. But this was just Mrs. Gutierrez’s way—she avoided eye contact.

			“I, um . . . I was wondering if you have an inventory of the house contents? I want to be sure we put away everything the board is worried about. We’re prepping for the party, and—”

			“I don’t approve of Halloween,” Mrs. Gutierrez said in a breathless rush. “I think I’ve made that clear.”

			I didn’t know how to respond. In fact, Halloween had always been my favorite holiday. When I was a kid I would wage war with my mother to be allowed to start wearing that year’s costume on October 1, and at the end of the month I was rewarded by receiving candy—and praise for my costume—from strangers. I mean, seriously . . . what did “not approving” of Halloween even mean? A candy- and costume-fueled holiday? Yes, please.

			Halloween had become a huge blowout celebration for adults in the Bay Area, an excuse to don costumes and go out on the town and pretend to be someone—or something—we weren’t. I blamed it on the lack of a local Mardi Gras tradition to allow grown-ups to indulge their love of make-believe. In addition to the partying, a vibrant contingent of local pagan and Wiccan folks kept the ancient traditions of Samhain alive, leading sacred circles and spinning witchy tales. It was all good fun, in my view.

			“Well,” I said with the upbeat tone I adopted when dealing with difficult clients, “in any case, since the board has decided to hold this fund-raiser for the museum and the youth center, I guess we’re all going to get behind Halloween this year, right?”

			“So it seems. What can I do for you, Ms. Turner?”

			“I was wondering if you knew where Reginald Spooner’s doll is?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“There’s the whole family of dolls, but I think Reginald’s is missing.”

			“It’s missing?”

			“Yes, I think—”

			“Oh my Lord!”

			I wondered whether she was more afraid of the rogue mannequin or Ed Gaskin’s reaction to the news.

			“I’ll check with Ed directly, shall I? I mean, maybe there was never a Reginald doll in the first place.”

			“Oh dear . . .”

			“All righty, then, see you later,” I said, suddenly anxious to leave. Mrs. Gutierrez’s nervousness made me nervous.

			Speaking of which . . . as I turned right at the end of the hall, I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. For real this time.

			The doll in the corner jumped out at me.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Boo!”

			“Aaah!” I screamed.

			Byron started laughing so hard he dropped the doll, which landed flat on its face.

			“What in the world’s going on?” cried Mrs. Gutierrez as she fluttered out from her miniscule office.

			We heard the thunder of footsteps on the stairs, then Adam halted at the bottom step. “Is everything okay down here? What happened?”

			He leaned down to pick up the doll, which still lay prone while Byron leaned against the wall, snickering.

			“Byron was . . . fooling around,” I said with a grimace. “Got me good.”

			“That’s not nice,” said Adam. “Cool it, Byron.”

			“Hey, can’t anyone around here take a joke?” Byron said, recovering his composure.

			“Scaring people isn’t funny,” Adam said. “You two okay?”

			“Not at all,” said Mrs. Gutierrez. “He scared the wits out of us!”

			“What in heaven’s name is going on here?” demanded Ed Gaskin. The group fell quiet as Lurch appeared.

			Mrs. Gutierrez was the first to break the silence. “I don’t approve of this Halloween party, Mr. Gaskin. Not one bit. It only leads to hijinks such as these.”

			“Yes, Mrs. Gutierrez, you’ve made that clear,” said Gaskin. “However, we need to raise funds for the museum, and the board has decided this is a good way to do it.”

			On the one hand, I was impressed by the seriousness with which the head docent and the Spooner House board members took their responsibilities. On the other, I couldn’t help thinking they were taking it all a little too seriously. But then, as my ex-husband used to say about academia: People were so vicious to one another because the stakes were so low. Maybe the same could be said for nonprofit organizations.

			“Hey, sorry about that,” said Byron. “Just trying to keep things jumping.”

			“Everyone’s fine,” I said. “No big deal. However, I do think we should all get back to work.”

			Byron and Adam climbed the stairs, leaving me with Gaskin and Gutierrez.

			“Ed, do you know where the Reginald Spooner doll is?” I asked.

			“There’s no need to worry about that, Mel.”

			“I wondered because we’ve stored the rest of the family dolls in the attic, as the board stipulated, but that one appears to be missing.”

			No response. I looked from his somber face to Mrs. Gutierrez’s worried one, but neither spoke.

			“Okay . . . I guess I won’t worry about it, then.”

			“How are the preparations going?” asked Gaskin. “Will everything be ready by Saturday? We’ve made arrangements for the catering and the parking and security, but none of it will matter without the proper preparation.”

			“We’ll be ready,” I said confidently. “Jeremy’s on schedule to finish the porch today and the stairs tomorrow. I have a few small tasks left on my repair list, and we’re packing up the items you specified and hauling them up to the attic. We should be finished by the end of the day, and then the students can decorate.”

			“Very good.” Gaskin escorted me out of the small office, and when we were out of range of Mrs. Gutierrez, his voice dropped. “Mel, I want to emphasize that this fund-raiser is crucial to the survival of Spooner House. Absolutely crucial.”

			“It will be ready. How are the ticket sales?”

			His lips pressed together, and if possible, he looked even graver than before. “You worry about preparations; I’ll worry about making sure we have enough people here.”

			He turned and walked away, his tall frame blocking out the October sun.

			***

			The next morning I arrived at the house to find Maya sitting on the garden bench, clutching a cardboard coffee cup and huddling in a puffy down jacket. San Francisco’s October weather was sunny and warm during the day, but the nights were cool with the crispness of fall.

			“You take volunteering seriously,” I said. “It’s not even eight o’clock.”

			Maya shrugged. “I work down the street and wanted to help out for a couple of hours before the store opens. We’re almost finished with that list—I hate leaving the last few things undone like that.”

			I smiled. I felt the same way—I had wanted to stay another hour to finish up last night, but Lurch insisted we close the place up at five. It was frustrating to be working for free yet still be subject to the unreasonable whims of clients.

			“And what about you?” said Maya. “You’re not getting paid for this, are you?”

			“Apparently I’ve forgotten how to say no.”

			She smiled as she stood and joined me. “I like old things, old places. One of my hobbies is recording oral histories. I was thinking of asking Mrs. Gutierrez, but I’m not sure she’d be willing to talk to me.”

			“She’d probably love it, if you could get her to relax. Maybe meet with her in her own house, ask to see old photos? That tends to loosen people up.”

			“I’ll try it. And if that doesn’t work, maybe I should spike her tea.”

			“That would definitely be quicker.”

			We laughed.

			One of the best things about volunteer activities, I thought as I slipped the key into the tarnished brass lock, was making new friends. Maya was younger than I by many years, but I had the feeling we were a good pair.

			I pushed in the massive oak door and waved Maya through.

			She froze, mid-step, in the threshold. I soon saw what had halted her in her tracks.

			Lying on the floor of the octagonal foyer, eyes fixed in a blank stare like a Spooner family mannequin, was a body.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“Adam!” There was an anguished cry from behind us.

			I jumped at the sound, having been so focused on the macabre scene that I hadn’t heard the others approach us. Byron had tears in his eyes, and behind him were Tess and Riley, gasping. Duff was quiet but looked ashen. Next Tess let loose a keening wail.

			“Okay, everyone, listen,” I said, my heart pounding and a wave of nausea washing over me. “Let’s . . . not touch anything. Let’s go back outside and . . .”

			I realized Maya was already sitting on the porch steps, a phone to her ear, speaking to a police dispatcher.

			“Maya’s calling the police,” I said. “Come on, folks, let’s step outside.”

			I ushered the girls out, but Byron pushed past me and went to kneel beside his friend.

			“Don’t touch him!” I said.

			“There are marks on his throat,” said Byron. “Ligature marks.”

			He was right: Adam’s throat was black and blue, with an ugly red mark the shape of a rope or a strap.

			I looked up at the ceiling. There, hanging from the chandelier, was a green velvet sash from the parlor drapes.

			“Um . . . how do you know about ligature marks?” I asked.

			“Used to be pre-med,” he explained with a shrug. “My folks practically throttled me when I changed majors . . . no pun intended.”

			“I can’t believe this! Byron!” wailed Tess. “It’s our fault! We dared him to stay overnight! We dared him . . . and now he’s gone! Adam!”

			“It’s not your fault, Tess,” I said as gently as I could, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and leading her away from the house.

			Still with the phone at her ear, apparently on hold, Maya stood and started to urge the group to go out into the garden.

			I placed my own call to SFPD homicide inspector Annette Crawford. My life had become such that I now had her private cell number on my speed dial after coming across multiple bodies on house renovation projects. She said she would get here as soon as she could.

			“Wow,” said Duff, his voice quiet as he looked up at the Gothic square tower, topped by the imposing iron widow’s walk; it looked stark against the bright gray sky. “It really is a haunted house now, right? Not one suicide here, but two? Not to be insensitive or anything, but . . . if word of this gets out, I bet the Halloween ball will, like, totally sell out.”

			***

			I gave an initial statement to Inspector Crawford, and then waited in the garden while she checked out the scene. The forensics team had arrived by that point and was combing Spooner House for evidence. They found signs of forced entry through a first-floor window. But given the ongoing repairs, not to mention the state of disrepair before my team got its hands on the building, it was going to be a challenge to decide what might be out of place and related to Adam’s death.

			The students stood in a knot, crying and holding each other. I overheard them repeating to Crawford their tale of a group dinner last night, where they feasted on tacos and tequila at El Toro restaurant on Haight Street, and then dared Adam to spend the night at the Spooner House.

			I paced the garden, trying to distract myself from the memory of Adam lying dead in the foyer. I didn’t know him well, but I had liked him, and he was so young and full of promise.

			Victorian gardens are charming: Typically small, they are built in a foursquare shape around a fountain, with cottage plantings such as hydrangeas and azaleas. Brick herringbone pathways encircled a stone fountain topped with a nymph playing a flute. The fountain water was brackish and the sides covered in green slime, but otherwise it was darling. I made a mental note to clean that out before realizing that, despite Duff’s rather macabre prediction, there would be no Halloween party at Spooner House this year. Not after something like this.

			Glancing up at the house, I saw Adam standing behind the wavy old glass of the main tower window.

			I sighed and sat on a wrought iron bench, trying to ignore him. It wasn’t actually Adam, of course; not his body. Rather, his . . . leftover energy. Or whatever it was; I had long since stopped trying to understand. Now I just accepted the presence of supernatural spirits.

			Adam’s wan, intense countenance continued to stare down at me. Finally I waved, and he lifted one pale hand in reply.

			Annette, the homicide inspector, joined me in the garden. She cast an eye toward the house’s tower, then back at me.

			“Who you waving at?”

			“No one.”

			“Uh-huh. Quite a way to start the day, isn’t it?”

			“You can say that again.”

			“The kids seem convinced this tragedy was caused by the house, somehow,” Annette said, fixing me with her patented one-eyebrow-raised, don’t-mess-with-me look.

			I nodded.

			“You think that’s possible?”

			“Could be.”

			A year ago I would have denied believing in ghosts, and mere months ago Annette would have called for a 5150 to have me held at the psych ward for observation at the very suggestion that spirits were involved in a homicide. But now we both knew better.

			I sighed inwardly. If Adam’s ghost was lingering . . . it meant he was tormented. Confused. In need of my help.

			“Could it have been a suicide?” I asked.

			“Looks like it, but there’s no note, and his friends insist Adam had plans, was doing well in school, was basically happy. No history of depression, at least not that anyone’s aware of. I’ll keep checking. Suicide doesn’t seem to fit, but . . .” She shrugged. “Hard to know with kids his age. We’ll wait on the medical examiner to determine cause of death. So tell me, Mel, what do you think happened?”

			“All I know is what I’ve told you. The only folks I’ve seen here are the students, Mrs. Gutierrez, Ed Gaskin, my guy Jeremy. . . . I can’t think of anyone else who’s been hanging around. . . .”

			“Interesting choice of phrase.”

			“Sorry, no pun intended. That’s for sure. I’m . . . I really can’t believe this. Adam was . . . a really nice guy. So young.”

			She nodded. “The young ones are the toughest cases. All right, thanks. Let me know if you think of anything else. You know my number.”

			“Will do. Thanks.”

			After she left, I joined the group of students huddled on the porch.

			“This can’t be. It can’t,” said Tess, sniffling. Her eyes were red rimmed and swollen from tears, her voice hoarse and racked with pain. “Adam and I were . . . we had, like, plans. We were going to go away together.”

			“Away where?” I asked.

			“Away. Away from this town, away from my mom. She’s impossible. A real piece of work; just ask Byron, he’s met her. Maybe upstate New York; that’s where my dad was from. Adam and I were both born and raised here, and we wanted to check out someplace different, like, with snow. Have you ever shoveled snow?”

			“No, can’t say that I have. I’m a native Californian, too.” I couldn’t help but wonder whether the charm of snow would wear off with a little exposure. But even so, that was the point of youth, I thought: to try new and different things.

			“Do any of you think Adam would have done this to himself?”

			The girls shook their heads; the boys shrugged. “I don’t even know,” said Byron. “It’s just so . . . random. You want to know what I think? I think those creepy dolls really did come alive and—ow!”

			Tess hit Byron on the back of the head. “Shut up! Just shut up!”

			“Did he have any enemies you can think of? Anything at all?”

			More shakes of the head. I reminded myself that this wasn’t any of my concern: Adam had Inspector Annette Crawford on his side. If anyone could get to the bottom of this tragedy, it was Annette.

			I should mind my own business, literally. So after a round of good-byes to the students, I hopped in my Scion and went to check on a couple of my paying jobs. My crew was putting the finishing touches on an Italianate bed-and-breakfast remodel in the Castro—haunted, too, of course—and we were in the middle of demo on a kitchen remodel in an old Victorian in the Excelsior neighborhood.

			But I found myself driving past the Spooner Mansion before heading home that evening. It loomed above me, looking dark in the pale yellow beam of a streetlamp, illuminated only by a single porch light.

			I was surprised to see the forensics van was still out front. Inspector Crawford was speaking to two men, who were packing up their equipment. When she spotted me, she came over to talk to me through the car window.

			“What are you doing back?” Annette asked, raising one eyebrow.

			“I, um . . .” I said eloquently, looking up at the tower window. “I was wondering . . . if the forensics crew is done, could I take a quick walk-through?”

			“Why?”

			“You really want me to answer that question?”

			“Huh. Want me to come along?”

			“I’d better go by myself.”

			Annette glanced at the forensics team, the members of whom were slamming the doors of their van and waving good-bye.

			She nodded. “Make it quick.”

			***

			I paused at the front door and rubbed my grandmother’s wedding ring, which I wear on a ribbon around my neck as a talisman. I wasn’t as freaked-out by ghosts as I once was, but it was still unnerving to have spirits approach me and try to communicate. Knowing what to say to them, how to react, did not come naturally to me. I wanted to find out what had happened to Adam, how the death of such a promising and kind young man could have occurred. But I wasn’t expecting much; in my experience, the dead didn’t remember their last moments.

			I walked slowly through the foyer, skirting the spot where Adam’s body had fallen. Climbing the broad sweep of the stairs, I headed for the tower window where his apparition had appeared to me as I sat in the garden.

			And there he was, wearing his costume, his hands pressed flat against the pane of glass.

			He looked over his shoulder at me, and his shoulders sagged in relief.

			“Oh, Mel, thank goodness. I can’t get out. Everything’s locked up. I don’t know what happened. Do you have the key?”

			Super. I wasn’t all that smooth when it came to normal social interaction, and now I had to tell a ghost he was dead? I needed a how-to book: how to make friends with, and influence, dead people.

			“Adam, I have something to tell you. Something . . . hard.”

			“Is the fund-raiser called off? I heard Mrs. Gutierrez was balking. We’re too much, aren’t we? A lot of people don’t love the performing arts; I know Byron can be a little over the top.”

			“No, it’s nothing like that. It’s . . . do you remember what you were doing here last night?”

			He shook his head. “I was . . . I mean, I had dinner with the gang, and I guess I might have had one too many margaritas. . . .” With an oddly rolling gait, he started down the stairs, then crossed the foyer toward the front door. I followed behind him. “We were sort of freaking each other out at the idea of spending the night here at the house, and then . . . it’s weird, after that I can’t really remember. Do you think I blacked out or something?”

			I nodded. Adam’s memory loss was par for the course, which made my life—and his death—a lot more difficult. If only I could ask him: Who did this to you? Seems to me we’d all be a lot happier.

			“I should stay away from tequila,” he said. He reached for the front door handle but was unable to grasp it. He tried again, a look of consternation on his face. “What the . . . ? Is it . . . locked?”

			“It’s not locked.”

			“Then what—?”

			“I’m sorry to tell you this, Adam. You came here last night, and you died.”

			“Huh?”

			“You died last night. Here, in the foyer.”

			Adam cocked his head, reminding me of the Spooner family mannequins in the attic. “Like when you go in front of an audience and totally die in front of them?”

			“No, for real.” I spoke slowly and calmly, pained by his look of incomprehension. “You passed away. And unless I miss my guess . . . you’re stuck here in the house for a while.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			I took a deep breath. “Let me try to explain. . . .”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Adam didn’t believe me.

			I talked for half an hour, but he kept shaking his head and trying to turn the brass doorknob, insisting it was broken. At last I opened the door and invited him to leave, but he couldn’t get past the threshold. He used all his strength, but his foot paused over the threshold in mid-air and he couldn’t go any further. It was as if an invisible wall blocked him.

			Still, he refused to believe me. Not that I blamed him; what could possibly prepare a person for something like this?

			It was heartbreaking to watch him try to leave Spooner House. I thought about how wrenching it must have been for Annette Crawford to inform Adam’s family; the grief and devastation they must be feeling right now. I have a stepson in high school, only a few years younger than Adam. . . . I couldn’t imagine the anguish of losing him. Adam’s circle of friends, too, would be forever marked by his loss.

			Had this beautiful Victorian mansion, which already had witnessed the death of a family and a suicide, taken another life? And . . . could the dolls have been roused by a trespasser, as in the legend the students had mentioned?

			Ridiculous. Adam either killed himself in a bleak moment of despair, or someone—someone human—had done this to him.

			After watching him struggle, I felt compelled to figure out what had happened. Then maybe I could help Adam to walk toward the light, or into the stars, or to do whatever he needed to do to pass on to . . . wherever we went after this life on earth.

			One thing I knew for sure, I thought as I watched Adam banging fruitlessly on the window: I couldn’t leave the poor guy’s ghost trapped in the Spooner Mansion forever.

			***

			Two days later the police department released the scene. The medical examiner had declared Adam’s death a presumed suicide. When I arrived on-site Maya was sitting on the bench outside Spooner House, coffee cup clutched in gloved hands with cutoff fingers.

			“Thank you for meeting me here,” I said to her as I approached the house.

			“You’re welcome. I was a little surprised to hear from you—I guess I assumed they’d call off the Halloween fund-raiser, given what happened.”

			“I thought so, too, but Lurch—sorry, Ed Gaskin—said Adam’s family asked the board to continue in Adam’s memory. He had been devoted to the Spooner House and the youth center. They’re even providing matching funds to whatever the event raises.”

			She looked thoughtful. “I guess that makes a certain kind of sense. But still . . . it seems sort of eerie. But then, I guess that suits Halloween, right?”

			I nodded.

			“Speaking of which . . . is that your costume, or just your normal dress?”

			Today I was wearing a sleeveless orange dress trimmed with fringe, topped with my dad’s old leather bomber jacket.

			“I have a strange fashion sense. I spent years dressing to please other people while I was married, and now that I don’t have to I dress to please myself,” I explained as I unlocked the front door, “My friend is a frustrated fashion designer, and I got in the habit of wearing his designs, even on jobsites. I always bring coveralls for the dirty work, and I wear my work boots, so I’m good to go.”

			“Hey, I understand. I work at a vintage clothing store. Half our customers wear old prom dresses with flip-flops and tattoos, that sort of thing. It’s a look.”

			I was getting the feeling Maya and I were obstinately talking about everyday things to avoid thinking about poor Adam.

			I pushed open the front door.

			The threadbare but precious Oriental rug had been pushed to one side. A ceramic bust had been knocked over and shattered on the wide-plank oak floor. I looked overhead to see that the light fixture had been pulled from the ceiling and was now hanging limply by wires. I felt a wave of rage and regret. Could Adam really have killed himself? Or was he the victim of foul play?

			I was aware of Adam’s presence but didn’t see him. I supposed it was possible he would remain invisible while Maya was here. On the other hand, he could pop up at any minute and scare the daylights out of me, at which point Maya would think I was a lunatic.

			We started gathering items to put away before the event, continuing the job we had started three days before. Later Jeremy would finish up just two more stair treads, and then the decorating committee could get started—assuming they were willing to come back to this house after Adam’s death.

			I brought a box up to the attic, climbing the steep steps to find the mannequins sitting just as we’d left them.

			Except . . . weren’t they in a different order? The two girls had been next to each other the other day. I was almost sure of it. That’s why I wasn’t sure if it had been Betsy or Charity who turned her face toward me.

			I watched them for a long moment, trying to glimpse a movement. But there was nothing.

			It was when I finally gave up and turned away that I saw something, again, out of the corner of my eye.

			I whirled around to face them.

			“Hello?” I ventured. “What do you want? Can you understand me?”

			Their glassy eyes stared at me, their permanent smiles looking more like leers.

			They did not respond to my greeting.

			“Who are you talking to?” Maya asked, her head popping up through the hatch.

			“I . . . could have sworn the mannequins moved.”

			Maya gave me a worried look.

			“Don’t worry, I’m not crazy. But . . .” Why try to hide it? “The truth is, sometimes I can see, or sense, really, spirits.”

			“Spirits?”

			“Ghosts.”

			“Like . . . a psychic?”

			“No. I mean, I guess maybe it’s a kind of psychic ability, right? But I don’t have any other kind of psychic powers. Heaven knows I’m no good at predicting the future. But sometimes I can talk to ghosts.”

			“Oh. Okay.”

			I waited for more reaction, but none came. “That’s it? It doesn’t, I don’t know, freak you out or anything?”

			She shrugged. “I wasn’t raised with that kind of thing, so yeah, it’s sort of disconcerting. But as I mentioned, my boss is a little . . . different.”

			“Different how?”

			“She’s a . . . witch.”

			“A witch?”

			Maya nodded. The beads on the ends of her braids made a pleasing, everyday sound that was strangely reassuring. Or maybe it was Maya who was reassuring: She always seemed so calm and collected.

			“You mean ‘witch,’ as in rhymes with . . . ?”

			“No.” Maya laughed. “As in, flies on a broom. Except witches don’t actually do that—apparently that’s a Hollywood convention. It’s a little hard to keep it all straight. Mostly I don’t ask too many questions. But I know she’s real.”

			“So she’s Wiccan?” I couldn’t keep the different pagans straight, but most local witches identified with Wicca.

			“No, she’s a natural-born witch. Wicca is a religion, and while they call themselves witches, it’s a little different. And not all witches are Wiccan.”

			“Okaaaay,” I said with a smile. I didn’t know Maya well; maybe she was pulling my leg.

			“You don’t believe me?”

			“A couple of years ago I didn’t believe in ghosts, and now I have a rather uncanny ability to communicate with them. So by and large I don’t rule anything out anymore. But someone who calls themselves a natural-born witch?”

			“I know what you mean. But the thing is . . . she knows things, is all I’m saying. And she can fix things. Strange things. Like I say, I don’t ask a lot of questions. But I have a lot of respect for her abilities.”

			“That’s fair.”

			“So anyway . . .” Her dark eyes slewed around the attic. There wasn’t anything active to see other than the dust motes careening around in the shafts of light from the tiny dormer windows. “Are you seeing ghosts now?”

			“No, nothing right now.”

			“Good.”

			“But . . . I could have sworn I saw these guys move.”

			“They seem to be quiet now,” said Maya. She sounded calm, but I noticed she was giving the dolls a wide berth, and not turning her back on them. “So should we carry on?”

			“First I want to try something.” I pulled a piece of newspaper out of one of the boxes full of packed items, tore it into small squares, and placed two on each of the mannequins, one on their shoulders and the other in their laps.

			“What’s that for?” Maya asked, her dark eyes huge and questioning. “Did you . . . cast a spell? Does newspaper keep poppets down, somehow. . . . ?”

			“No, of course not. I thought this way I could see if they moved—the paper will be disturbed. I mean, they don’t seem dexterous enough to put the papers back where they were.”

			Now Maya was looking at me as if I were crazy. “Mel, no disrespect or anything, but what if the air currents when the door opens and closes blow them off?”

			“Hmm, good point.” I shrugged. “Oh well, it was just an idea. It’s not like I know what I’m doing.”

			Maya smiled. “Anyway, since that newspaper isn’t enchanted and able to keep those guys still, I’m getting out of here.”

			As I followed her out of the attic, I tried to think what could have happened the night Adam was here. According to what Inspector Crawford had been willing to share with me, the authorities were assuming Adam had hung from the chandelier and then fallen, but what if . . . ? Could the mannequins have attacked him, somehow? Come alive in the night as in the legend? And could they have strangled him, and then he fell down the attic stairs and down the main stairwell? And the damage to the light fixture was something else entirely?

			Get a grip, Mel. These mannequins hadn’t killed anyone. And ghosts, if there were any, couldn’t kill, could they? And why would they?

			And for that matter . . . I hadn’t made contact with any ghosts but Adam here in Spooner House. If Reginald had killed himself here, it would stand to reason that he might have a presence as well somewhere . . . wouldn’t he?

			Downstairs, Maya and I packed the remaining couple of boxes, then did a walk-through to be sure we hadn’t missed anything. She took the bedrooms, while I checked the main floor.

			I found Adam in the parlor, lounging on a wine-colored brocade settee in front of the stone fireplace. He was staring at his smartphone.

			I whispered: “Does that work?”

			“I’m not getting any reception.” He frowned as he stood and wandered the room, holding his phone high and low, staring at the screen. It was like a cell phone commercial for the afterlife. He kept tapping at it, bewilderment on his face.

			I knew one day I would be joining his ranks—we all would. In the immortal words of Mark Twain, there was no escaping death and taxes. But I hoped I wouldn’t linger in the sort of confused limbo that afflicted so many ghosts I had encountered. I didn’t know whether it was a matter of walking toward the light, or putting to rest matters in the present, or resolving murders, but the confusion rampant in the ghost world was disheartening.

			“What are you wearing?” he said.

			“You’ve seen how I dress. We went through that when you were alive, remember? What are you doing?”

			“I need to call my mom and let her know I’m gonna be late.”

			“Adam, I’m so sorry. So very sorry, but you have to understand . . . you aren’t going to be able to go home. You’re dead.”

			He looked at me blankly.

			“You’re stuck here in Spooner House for the meantime, but I hope soon I can help figure things out and you can move on.”

			“Move on to what?”

			“I have no idea, but I’m thinking it’s better than haunting this house forever.”

			I thought I saw light dawning. “I’m haunting this house?”

			“Sort of. I’m so sorry, Adam. Did you . . . did you kill yourself?”

			“No!”

			“Are you sure . . . ? Can you remember what happened?”

			“No,” he said, shoulders slumping.

			“Maybe you were upset that night, you drank too much, and . . .”

			“I would never do something like that. Suicide’s a coward’s way out. And besides, what did I have to be upset about? School’s going well, I landed the lead role in our holiday musical, and I’m in love with a beautiful girl who’s in love with me. We’re the real deal.”

			I nodded. Young people could be impulsive and overly dramatic, but he was right: He didn’t seem like a candidate for suicide.

			“I would never. . . . Could it have been some sort of accident?”

			“You can’t remember anything toward the end of that night?”

			“Just drinking with the gang, and Preston and Duff helped me break in through the window, and . . . I feel like I had a dream where the mannequins were talking to me. Is that possible?”

			Ugh. I hoped it wasn’t possible.

			“Do you remember what they said?”

			He shook his head. “My mom’s gonna be so upset.”

			I nodded. “Do you . . . do you want me to get a message to your mom? Or anyone else?”

			He looked at me now with tears in his eyes. He shrugged, his lower lip quivered, and I remembered how young he was.

			“Yeah,” he finally said, clearing his throat. “Just . . . tell her I love her.”

			***

			“You okay, Mel?” asked Maya.

			I nodded as she came into the room. Tears stung the back of my eyes, and I had to swallow hard to keep from crying. I felt the warmth of her hand on my shoulder. She squeezed lightly, then hugged me.

			“Did you see him?” she asked me.

			I nodded.

			“It’s so sad. First, his death, and now . . . he’s still here?” Maya said.

			“He was asking about his mom. I have a stepson, and I just can’t imagine . . .” I blew out a long breath. “Anyway, I guess I should go see her and give her the message that he loves her.”

			“It might be hard to hear that sort of thing. Depending on her belief system, she might think you’re just playing a cruel joke.”

			“I thought of that. But I wouldn’t feel right to withhold.”

			“Maybe we should figure it out first.”

			“What would you suggest?”

			“I was thinking about what you thought you saw before, with the mannequins moving. What if . . . what if we accidentally dressed one of those dolls in a serial killer’s clothes, or something, and then it went after Adam? Or is that too out of left field?”

			“That’s . . . wow. I have no idea. I may see ghosts from time to time, but serial killer clothes are a little out of my league.”

			“My boss, Lily, can sometimes ‘read’ clothes.”

			“Read them how?”

			“She senses their vibrations.”

			“This is a witch thing?”

			“Like I said, I don’t ask too many questions, but I was thinking—”

			Maya stopped short as we heard a loud thumping overhead. We both froze and rolled our eyes upward.

			Footsteps. In the attic. The formerly unoccupied attic.

			“At the risk of repeating myself,” whispered Maya, “that’s . . . creepy.”

			I nodded.

			“We’re the only ones here, aren’t we?”

			I nodded again. We were the only humans here. The only live humans.

			Maya held my gaze.

			“I think it might be time to call in a witch.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Maya’s boss met up with us an hour later in front of the Spooner Mansion.

			Lily Ivory, the proprietor of Aunt Cora’s Closet, struck me as . . . odd. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was about her that seemed so different, and at first I tried to put it down to the fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about Samantha from old Bewitched reruns. I was pretty sure I had never encountered a natural-born witch before.

			Her long dark hair was swept up in a ponytail, and she wore a retro striped sundress topped by a cardigan and periwinkle blue Keds. There was something otherworldly about her, and she had a serious air.

			But then she smiled and spoke, and I relaxed.

			“It’s so nice to meet you, Mel,” she said with warmth, her deep voice softened by a slight Texas drawl. “Maya told me about this project, and I’m excited to see the house. But first, I hear you’ve got things going bump in the night.”

			“And during the day,” said Maya.

			“Most importantly,” I said, “a young man was found here a couple of days ago, dead.”

			“Yes, Maya told me about that as well. I’m so very sorry. What a shock.”

			“Yes.”

			Our gaze held. After a long moment, Lily nodded and said, “I know how that is.”

			“Lily comes across . . . death . . . more than the average person,” explained Maya.

			“You and me both,” I said.

			“So you’re saying we’re like the Typhoid Marys of San Francisco?”

			“I guess so,” I said with a reluctant smile, which she mirrored.

			“May I enter?”

			“Of course.” I stood back and let her walk up the porch to open the front door.

			Lily paused in the doorway, warm brown eyes taking in her surroundings. I noticed one hand sneaking over to a small leather pouch that hung from a belt of braided silk strands.

			In response I reached up to touch the wedding ring I wore on a chain around my neck. This had been handed down to me by my mother, who had inherited it from her own mother. I always thought of my need to touch it before facing ghosts as superstition, not witchcraft. But perhaps there was something to such talismans, as a manner of grounding oneself in the here and now . . .

			Maya and I hung back and let Lily enter. She walked into the center of the entry foyer, her hands held palm up at her side, as though inviting sensation. She paused when she was standing right in front of the spot where we found Adam’s body, and turned in a slow, full circle.

			Finally, Lily turned back to face me. “Maya says you can communicate with ghosts?”

			“Sometimes.”

			“I take it you weren’t able to learn what happened from the departed soul?”

			I shook my head. “It doesn’t really work that way.”

			“But you can talk to him? I sense someone. Someone . . . new to the spirit world.”

			I realized then that Adam was sitting on the third step, watching us in silence.

			“Yes . . . I’ve been able to communicate with him,” I said.

			Adam let out a rude snort and rolled his eyes.

			Lily took a turn about the foyer, then headed for the stairs. I was about to tell her to wait when she paused, foot held in the air over the first step.

			“He’s here?” she asked.

			“Yes. Right there.”

			“Sorry.” She stepped back with a sheepish shrug.

			Adam glared at her. His earlier sadness seemed to have morphed into peevishness. “What’s she doing here? Who is she? What’s going on?”

			“I . . .” I felt awkward speaking to Adam in front of Lily and Maya, but I didn’t want to be rude. Rude to a ghost. My life was so bizarre. “Adam, you knew Maya from before, remember? This is her boss, Lily Ivory. Lily’s a . . . She has special skills. I was hoping she could help us figure out what happened.”

			“I don’t like people walking into this house like they own the place.”

			Uh-oh, that didn’t bode well for the Haunted Halloween Ball.

			“He’s on the stairs, isn’t he?” Lily asked.

			I nodded.

			“Okaaaay,” said Maya, backing toward the front door. “I tell you what, guys, I’m going to wait out in the garden. Be sure to let me know if I can help with anything. Anything . . . outside. Run for coffee, whatever you’d like.”

			The door banged closed behind her.

			“She’s a smart one,” I muttered.

			“That she is,” said Lily with a smile.

			“So, I thought you couldn’t see ghosts. But you see Adam sitting there?”

			“I can’t see ghosts,” said Lily. “But . . . I can feel them. And I think they can feel me as well.”

			“Feel her? I should say so,” said Adam, bristling. “She gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

			I felt like a reluctant translator. “Let her pass, Adam. I want to show her the attic.”

			He gave me a suspicious look. “Why?”

			“The dolls are up there. It’s possible there’s something odd with their clothing. . . .”

			He looked skeptical.

			“Just move,” I said, losing my patience. “Or she’ll walk right through you.”

			He went to stand by the window, looking out. I led the way up the stairs, pointing things out to Lily and feeling like a surreal tour guide.

			“That’s the light fixture where Reginald Spooner was found hanging, long ago. And also Adam . . . I mean, apparently he was hung there, though the sash slipped and he fell to the foyer below.”

			She looked over the rail to the first floor. “Poor fellow. No wonder he’s confused—that must have been quite a shock.”

			I nodded and continued up the steep stairs to the attic. The Spooner family dolls were in the same position I’d left them last. But the pieces of torn newspaper now peppered the floor.

			Possibly from errant currents of air, as Maya had mentioned. Or not.

			Lily seemed to take it all in. “I recognize that brown dress; it was one of mine.”

			“You remember all the clothes that pass through your hands?”

			“Not all. But . . . a lot of them. A vintage clothes dealer spends a great deal of time with her clothes: finding them, buying them, repairing and laundering them. This was a special one.”

			“What’s so special about this dress?” I said, wondering if it was pertinent.

			“It has some lovely vibrations. Very girly and hopeful. Maya told me she was wondering if some of the clothes might have caused . . . oh I don’t know, if they were homicidal or something. But not this one, that’s for sure. I think it might have been a wedding dress.”

			“A brown wedding dress?”

			“Back in the day, wedding dresses were just nice dresses. White didn’t become traditional until well after the turn of the twentieth century. Few people had the luxury of a dress they used only for a single day, so they would have worn it to other special events, and as their Sunday best, that sort of thing.”

			“Wow. I guess I never thought much about the history of clothes. It’s fascinating, isn’t it?”

			“I couldn’t help but notice your outfit.”

			“It’s not vintage—my friend Stephen is a frustrated clothing designer. I started wearing his stuff to encourage him but sort of got stuck on sequins. Inappropriate in all ways, I know.”

			She grinned. “I like it. You’d love Aunt Cora’s Closet—we’ve got more sequins than you can shake a stick at. Crinolines and taffeta, too. We have a blast.”

			“So Maya tells me. I work with men, just about all day, every day. I love them, but boy, what a different world. I doubt most of them would know the difference between taffeta and sequins.”

			She smiled, then became serious as she approached the mannequins, crouching down. Slowly, cautiously, she seemed to tune out the rest of the world, concentrating solely on them. One at a time, she looked into their eyes. Finally, she reached out and placed her hands on Thaddeus.

			She jumped back.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yes,” Lily said. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the dolls, but her hand was back on the little bag around her waist. “Huh.”

			“What does ‘huh’ mean?”

			“Just . . . huh. I think . . . Let’s go outside.”

			She made the suggestion in the same tone with which one would ask a friend for a cup of tea, but there was an undercurrent of urgency. She didn’t have to ask twice.

			We hurried down the steep attic stairs, along the stair landing, down the curved stairway. Both of us kept our eyes on the chandelier from which Adam had been suspended. And before him, Reginald Spooner.

			***

			We sat on the porch steps, allowing the sun to warm our faces. Late-blooming brugmansia, honeysuckle, and roses sent their heavenly scents through the air.

			“Something’s clearly going on in that house,” Lily announced.

			“I’m glad you felt it. Makes me feel a little less crazy. But, I have to ask: Why are you doing this?”

			She looked startled at my question, then smiled. “My friends say I’m a meddler.”

			“Well, since I asked for your help I would hardly accuse you of that.”

			“You know, Mel, there aren’t all that many people who can deal with this sort of thing. Plus, a young person died. As they say back in Texas, that’s sad enough to bring a tear to a glass eye. It really snaps my garters. Also, Maya mentioned you were pretty upset.”

			“Adam is—was—so young. He asked me to get a message to his mom, tell her that he loved her.”

			We sat in silence for a long, companionable moment.

			“I understand that spirits can become highly possessive of the buildings they inhabit,” Lily said. “They hate renovation, and that sort of thing.”

			“Yeah, I’ve come across that a time or two in my . . . line of work.”

			“Of course you have, what am I thinking? Like bringing oil to Texas.” She admonished herself with a shake of her head.

			We shared a laugh, but I thought I heard a nervous edge to it.

			“Are you suggesting spirits had something to do with Adam’s death?” I asked.

			“No, not really. I mean, I doubt it . . . I’m just saying that with all the goings-on lately, the spirits might be restless. There’s something about those mannequins. . . .”

			I nodded.

			“I don’t think they’re ordinary dolls.”

			“Maya mentioned maybe they were acting as . . . magical poppets?”

			She looked thoughtful. “What do you know about the family that lived here?”

			“Thaddeus and Miriam Spooner, their children Charity, Betsy, and Reginald, and Thaddeus’s sister and her husband. Thaddeus inherited money from his father’s copper mines and became a well-known doll maker—he was the one who made the replicas of the family members. His son Reginald was a magician. The way I heard it, Reginald hung himself after the rest of his family died in a flu epidemic, though a couple of the students suggested the possibility that Reginald was involved in their deaths.”

			“Really.” It was more a statement than a question. “I only saw six dolls.”

			“Reginald’s is missing.”

			“Really,” she repeated. “And the father’s sister and her husband were the two dolls on the end, do you know?”

			“We think so. We took a family portrait up there and compared them. Why?”

			“They aren’t all active. One male, one female are empty.”

			“Empty?”

			“I mean, just not . . . occupied.”

			“Occupied?” I was feeling a little green around the gills.

			She slapped me lightly on the knee. “Let’s take a field trip.”

			“Okay.” At the moment I was willing to do anything to get away from this house—and the “occupied” dolls.

			“I think we need to do a little research. We need to find out any facts we can about the family history, separate fact from gossip. And then we should talk to a voodoo specialist; I’m not great with poppets.”

			“Sorry, I can help piece together more of the family history, but I’ll have to leave the voodoo to you.”

			“No problem. I’ve got a voodoo guy.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			A few years ago my life was entirely normal. I was bitter and resentful over my divorce, grief stricken over the sudden death of my mother, and generally out of sorts over having been roped into running my father’s high-end construction company. So I was grumpy and miserable, but ordinary.

			Then I started seeing ghosts. The past year or so had been full of psychics, séances, and spirits, and now, apparently, I was learning about witches and voodoo guys. “Live and learn” had taken on a whole new meaning for me.

			“It’s right there,” said Lily, pointing to a storefront on Valencia near 19th. We had already gone by the California Historical Society to look up the Spooners’ story, and now we were on our second stop: the shop belonging to Lily’s voodoo friend. The window display included dozens of bottles of different sizes and a long piece of gray driftwood from which were hung brightly decorated metal representations of body parts: arms, legs, hearts. “Park anywhere you can.”

			Parking is easier said than done in the Mission District. This formerly down-at-the-heels, working-class immigrant neighborhood had been discovered by young techies with deep pockets. Their adoption of the area had resulted in an upsurge in trendy bars, nightclubs, and restaurants, as well as the concomitant swelling of rents. As a result, every time I was here I spotted fewer Spanish speakers and more young people with interesting facial hair, fashionable eyewear, and skinny jeans. The kind who looked like fashion-conscious geeky students but in reality took the Google Bus every morning to their jobs that brought in easily four times what mine did.

			I was on my third circle around the block, about to check out a tiny one-way residential street, when Lily mentioned it was too bad she had left her parking charm in her car.

			“Good one,” I said. “I could use a parking charm right now.”

			“I only use it in extreme need, though. It’s not ethical to dissipate power by using it on a whim.”

			“You’re . . . serious?”

			“I’m sorry, I thought Maya told you I’m a, um . . .”

			“Witch. Yes, she did mention something about that.”

			Lily smiled. “But you’re not sure what that means.”

			“Not so much, no.” I finally found an impossibly small space near a row of town houses. Years spent working in the city meant I was no slouch at parallel parking. I cranked the wheel as far as I could and focused on the rearview mirror. “How does that work, exactly?”

			“It’s a little hard to describe. But with the right charms and spells, I can focus intently enough to influence reality.”

			I liked Lily; really, I did. And Maya, whose feet seemed well planted on the ground, had vouched for her. Still, part of me wasn’t sure she was all that tightly bound to reality at the moment.

			“You think I’m nuts, right?”

			“I wouldn’t say nuts, exactly.”

			“A few pickles short of a barrel?”

			I laughed, while hooting in triumph as my Scion slipped into the allotted space.

			“Niiiice,” said Lily. “You must be a native.”

			“I am, thanks.” I switched off the engine and turned to her. “Listen . . . not so long ago I started not only seeing, but talking to, ghosts. So I’m not one to judge. But this is unfamiliar territory for me.”

			“I understand. I was born this way, so it’s normal for me. But I know I’m a bit of a freak,” she said as she climbed out of the car.

			“I didn’t mean it like that—”

			She cut me off with a smile and a wave of her hand. “Frankly, I’m happy to own up to being a freak of nature so long as nobody tries to burn me at the stake.”

			“Well,” I said as I shut my door and locked the car, “I can promise you this: You won’t see me lighting any bonfires.”

			We walked back to Valencia, crossed the busy boulevard, and entered Madame Decotier’s Voodoo Supply shop, where a handsome man stood behind the counter. He had the thick, muscled build of a rugby player, but his strong cheekbones and broad brow made him seem far too regal for that rough sport. His skin was so dark it gleamed in the sunlight streaming in through the shop window.

			“Lily,” he said. His voice was deep and sonorous, and he spoke with a Caribbean lilt. “So nice to see you. What brings you to my domain today?”

			“We have a few questions that we hoped you could help us with. Herve, this is a new friend of mine, Mel Turner. Mel’s a ghost gal. And Mel, this is Herve LeMansec. My voodoo guy.”

			“Nice to meet you, voodoo guy,” I said, holding out my hand. “I’m the ghost gal.”

			“The pleasure is all mine. Any friend of Lily’s . . .” he said as we shook hands. I liked him immediately.

			“Seems quiet today?” Lily said, looking around the empty shop. “Are you alone?”

			He nodded. “It’s a warm, sunny day. People are out enjoying. They’ll be by this evening. That’s why we stay open late.”

			“Mind if we talk? We have some questions for you.”

			“Of course.”

			“By the way, Mel’s a friend, so you can drop the accent,” Lily said to Herve, then turned to me. “He does it to impress people.”

			“It helps with the illusion of the exotic,” said Herve with a shrug and a grin.

			“Oh,” I said, disappointed to hear a standard California accent.

			“What can I help you with?” Herve asked.

			“We’re here about poppets,” said Lily.

			“Looking to buy?”

			“No, we need information. Could you give Mel here the rundown on how they work, exactly?”

			He shook his head and tsked. “Lily, you really should get over your inordinate fear of poppets. You could use them in your magical system just as well as in mine.”

			“I’ll tackle that another day,” she said. “Right now, I’ll let you corner that market.”

			“A poppet is a doll made with something that retains energy from the target: hair, fingernails, an item of clothing that has been worn and not washed. Usually this doll is made with wax, but wood or even straw can be used. With the proper incantations and focused intention, the poppet can then share a part of the spirit of the intended victim; therefore, what good or harm befalls the poppet befalls the target.”

			I felt a chill run up my spine. I studied Herve’s face, then Lily’s. Lily’s expression didn’t register the dismay that I’m sure was clear on mine. These people were for real.

			We were talking voodoo dolls, now? Seriously?

			“You still with us, Mel?” Herve asked, humor in his voice.

			I cleared my throat. “Sure, you bet. Go on.”

			“Powerful practitioners can use any figure approximating a human, but the more the poppet looks like the target, the more effective the spell casting. May I ask why you are interested?”

			Lily waited for me to answer.

			“We have some life-sized replicas of a family made by a doll maker a century ago,” I told him.

			“And you think they’re charged with spirits?”

			“I felt something,” said Lily. “Not sure what. That’s why I suggested we come to you.”

			“You could stick a pin in one, see if someone reacts.”

			“Very funny,” said Lily. “Actually, the reason I’m stumped in this case is that the people these poppets represented have long since passed. Here’s my question: Could spirits be trapped in these poppets after the death of the targets?”

			Herve thought for a moment. “I would assume so.”

			“You’re not as much help as I’d hoped,” said Lily.

			Herve laughed, a resonant sound that filled the shop. “If you would like to bring the dolls to me, I could do some tests, see what we’re dealing with. But you don’t need me, Lily; you’re plenty strong enough to determine this. If you’re feeling something from them, they’re holding energy. This would mean, of course, that the souls of the departed are fractured, which isn’t good. Anything else unusual about the family?”

			“Depending on who you believe, they were either wiped out in a flu epidemic or their deaths were hastened by one surviving son, who later killed himself.”

			“Was he a practitioner?”

			“No, he was a stage magician,” I said.

			Herve’s eyebrows rose. “There you go. He’s your prime suspect.”

			“He made rabbits disappear, so he’s a suspect in charging poppets?”

			“Back in the early days of magic, there was a great deal of overlap between stage magicians and the kind of magic Lily here practices. Have you heard of Harry Houdini’s interest in the beyond? Séances at the Winchester Mystery House, that sort of thing?”

			“I guess I never really thought about it.”

			“In the last century there was a great deal of interest in spiritualism, in trying to bend the laws of the natural world and peek beyond the veil. Today stage magic is mostly about visual tricks, but back then it was a different story.”

			“What do you think Reginald did with the poppets?” Lily asked.

			“Since they already had the appearance of the family, part of the work was done for him. It is possible they are charged with some of the energy of the family members.”

			“You mean their spirits are somehow trapped in the dolls?” I asked.

			“It’s not that straightforward—it’s not as though the dolls are harboring the actual souls, or animas. But Reginald might have succeeded in charging them—so while they aren’t the family members per se, they do retain a part of them.”

			“Uh-huh,” I said, unconvinced.

			“I think the pertinent point here,” said Lily in a gentle voice, “is that if the dolls are even partially charged with the spirits of the Spooner family, their spirits would be unable to rest.”

			“Tell me more about the dolls,” Herve said. “Might they be wearing the clothes of the actual family members? Or perhaps have been made with some part of them?”

			“Part of them?”

			“Back in the day, folks were fond of gifting one another with locks of their hair, for example,” said Herve. “This was considered an act of devotion but also of trust, for hair is a part of a person.”

			I remembered the family photo in which even the men had long hair. “Thaddeus insisted they grow their hair long so he could use it for the dolls.”

			“Just imagine how distraught Reginald must have been, fearing his entire family was about to be wiped out by an epidemic,” Lily said. “According to the newspaper articles we read, his aunt Hazel said he sent the servants away and tended to them himself. . . . It’s possible he was fooling around with something, perhaps something he didn’t understand, and went too far.”

			“And then he couldn’t work it back, and finally wound up living in that house with his strange doll family substituting for the real one, and eventually . . .” Herve trailed off with a shrug.

			“. . . killed himself,” I finished the thought.

			***

			“So,” I said to Lily after we bid farewell to Herve. I was rattled by what he had told us and knew it would take a while to wrap my mind around it. “What’s next?”

			Lily nodded thoughtfully. “The next step is very important.”

			“And that is . . . ?” I asked, afraid of the answer. We were, after all, standing right outside a voodoo supply store. “Are we talking live chickens, or . . . ?”

			“More like roast chicken. I’m starving. Lunch?”

			I laughed. “Lily Ivory, you are a woman after my own heart.”

			“Tacos? That way we don’t have to park again; there are a million places around here.”

			“True, but I was thinking. . . . The students had dinner at El Toro on Haight on the night before Adam died. He mentioned he’d had too many margaritas. I’ve never eaten there, so I’m not sure it holds a candle to anything here in the Mission, but it’s close to Spooner Mansion.”

			“Vamanos. Let’s go.”

			El Toro’s was a small, rustic place with a dining room jammed with tables, and one thing I presumed crucial to its success: a well-stocked bar.

			We snagged a table near the front window and ordered tacos. After a few pointed questions, we tracked down Janella, a young waitress who had worked that night. Her dark hair, deep red lipstick, and exaggerated eyeliner gave her a retro vibe.

			“Did you notice anything unusual about the group?” I asked her when she joined us at the table.

			She shook her head. “The police came by, and I told them everything I could think of. It was a bunch of college kids and one older guy.”

			“How big was the group?”

			“It was a six-top.”

			“The five students, and probably Adam’s uncle Preston,” I said. “Was the older guy blond, kind of good-looking?”

			She nodded. “Preston Wyzek was the name on the credit card. Left a big tip.”

			“And they drank a lot?”

			“They ordered two pitchers of margaritas, but not everyone in the party was drinking. The older guy, the one with the credit card, ordered a Diet Coke, and so did one of the girls. The real pretty girl drank margaritas with the other guys.”

			“So two pitchers between four drinkers?”

			“The older guy said he was driving, so I was like, whatever.”

			“Did you notice anything unusual, overhear something, maybe . . . ?”

			“We were kind of slammed that night, so I didn’t pay that much attention to them. They seemed pretty mellow. Except . . . wait, that’s right.”

			“What?” Lily asked.

			“One of the guys kept making my pen disappear.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“He was fooling around with the napkin, making stuff disappear or whatever. Then it would come out behind someone’s ear. My granddad used to do that with silver dollars; I hate that sort of crap, especially when it’s busy.”

			“Which guy was this?”

			“Not the old guy, one of the others.” She shrugged and glanced toward the kitchen. “Your order’s up, and I gotta get back to work before I get in trouble.”

			“Okay,” I said. “Thanks for talking to us.”

			Lily and I were quiet, each lost to our thoughts as we dug into our food. After polishing off her first taco, Lily said, “This is good, but not like the truck at Yosemite and Jennings.”

			“I like the one at the Goodwill parking lot in Oakland. Great carnitas.”

			“I used to love carnitas, but I don’t eat them anymore because of my pet pig. So, what do you think of this Preston fellow?” Lily asked.

			“He’s always struck me as kind of . . . off. But maybe it’s just that I find it a little strange that he’s hanging around young college students. He’s at least thirty. Doesn’t seem to have a job . . .”

			“I imagine the police are looking into his background if he was with Adam that night.”

			“I hope so. If it’s presumed to be suicide they might not be looking very hard, but . . . I’m sure they’re poking around, just to be sure. The inspector on the case is smart, and thorough. Annette Crawford. Do you know her?”

			She shook her head.

			“Is it weird that one of the guys was doing magic tricks? Seems kind of coincidental considering Reginald Spooner’s history.”

			“Hard to say; lots of folks like magic tricks. I meant to ask you: Have you ever sensed the ghost of Reginald in the house?”

			“No. I wondered about that, too; even tried to send out signals, as best I could. I didn’t sense anything, but the truth is, ghosts usually find me, not the other way around. I haven’t figured out how to exert any control over them, assuming that’s even possible. If Reginald is around and up to no good, he could easily hide from the likes of me.”

			Janella arrived to clear our plates and urge us to consider dessert.

			“None for me, but I’d love a cup of espresso—if it’s really good,” I said and Lily nodded.

			“The owner says it’s the best in the city,” Janella said. “Which isn’t true, not by a long shot, but it’s decent. Two espressos, coming up.”

			“Okay . . . so what are we thinking?” I asked Lily as the waitress walked away. “The Spooners were dying from the flu and Reginald decided to impart their energy into the dolls? But why?”

			“Maybe he was grief stricken, didn’t want to let them go? Imagine losing your entire family in a few short days. But, once their physical selves were actually gone, perhaps Reginald couldn’t live with what he’d done: trapping part of their souls in the dolls.”

			“I suppose it’s possible.”

			We both leaned back as the espressos arrived. I sipped the brew, savoring its warmth and bitterness.

			“It’s also possible his motives weren’t as pure,” said Lily.

			“Meaning what? He hated his family and wanted to control them?”

			“Not all families love each other, Mel.” Something in her tone of voice suggested that, unlike myself, Lily had not grown up surrounded by love.

			“If so, what does that mean for the present situation?”

			“That there are spirits trapped in those dolls and they need to be released. It’s also possible that they somehow influenced whoever killed Adam.”

			“Or inspired him to kill himself.”

			We finished off our espressos and sat for another long moment of silence, both feeling glum.

			“What now?” I asked.

			“Retail therapy.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“I have the perfect dress for you at my shop.”

			“Thanks, Lily, but my odd fashion sense notwithstanding, I’m not really much of a shopper.”

			She grinned at me. “You haven’t been to Aunt Cora’s Closet yet. I’m great at matching people with the right clothes. And the store’s just down the street. C’mon, Mel: Trust me.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Aunt Cora’s Closet was jammed with racks of dresses, tops, and skirts. Shelves were crowded with gloves, scarves, shoes, and purses. Large urns held parasols and umbrellas, and metal trees boasted hats and berets of all types. In one corner was a stand offering herbal teas and natural botanical remedies for afflictions such as sleeplessness and anxiety. A sign behind it read: AN IT HARM NONE, DO WHAT YE WILL. I recognized this as the amiable Golden Rule of the Wiccan Rede.

			“How’d it go?” asked Maya, standing behind the register at the horseshoe cabinet full of jewelry, which also appeared to serve as a checkout counter. “You two figure it all out?”

			“Not hardly. As much is learned, much more is confused,” said Lily with a rueful smile. “Mel, this is my other coworker here in the shop, Bronwyn.”

			“What a pleasure!” Bronwyn gushed. Purple gauze fluttered out behind her as she crossed the shop floor to give me a vanilla-and-cinnamon-scented hug. “Oh my goddess! Maya’s told me all about you and the wonderful work you’re doing at Spooner House. I was so very sorry to hear about the tragedy.”

			“Thank you,” I said, a bit startled but flattered by her warm welcome. “It’s nice to meet you.”

			Something bumped against my legs and I jumped. I looked down to see a pig. I jumped again.

			“Don’t be afraid!” said Bronwyn. “That’s our little Oscaroo. He wouldn’t hurt a fly!”

			“It’s a . . . you have a . . . pig?”

			“I told you I had a pig,” said Lily.

			“I thought you were kidding. Wow, it’s a real pig. He’s so cute.”

			“His name’s Oscar. He won’t relax until you fuss over him.”

			I leaned down to pet the little oinker. He looked up at me with pink piggy eyes that seemed to gleam with intelligence. I couldn’t help but note that this stood in stark contrast to my own pet, a former stray named, simply, Dog. Dog had one special quality: He saw ghosts. The fact that he sensed them, as I did, made me feel less crazy, less alone when confronting spirits. But other than that, Dog wasn’t the brightest bulb in the chandelier. He wasn’t even much good at being a dog: didn’t chase balls, or fetch sticks, and he got carsick. But we loved him beyond reason.

			Oscar-the-pig, for his part, seemed to be following the conversation.

			“This is the dress I was thinking would be perfect for you,” said Lily as she held up a simple shift lined with fringe and tiny diagonal stripes studded by bugle beads; it looked like a cross between a flapper outfit and a go-go dress.

			“You’re absolutely right. I love it!”

			“Lily’s got a gift—if she says it suits you, it really does,” said Maya.

			“You’re going to love it even more when you’re wearing it,” said Lily. “Want to try it on?”

			“How could I refuse?”

			“Hey, while we’re at it,” said Lily, “I think we should nail down our costumes for the Spooner House fund-raiser.”

			I looked at her, surprised. Nothing about Spooner House lately was putting me in a party mood.

			“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Lily continued. “Halloween’s the anniversary of Reginald Spooner hanging himself in the mansion. If he really is active, then it’s the perfect time to be there. In fact, if he’s malevolent, the party would present him with a rare opportunity to . . . I don’t know, wreak havoc. Someone could get hurt.”

			“Do you need the coven as backup, Lily?” Bronwyn asked. “Halloween’s a big night for us, but we could spare some time if you need our help.”

			“No, thank you, Bronwyn,” Lily said, her expression thoughtful. “Mel’s an expert in this sort of thing.”

			“I wouldn’t say exp—,” I began, but she cut me off.

			“Mel and I can handle it.”

			I feared Lily was putting far too much faith in my shaky abilities.

			“I’m not even going to volunteer,” said Maya. “I mean, I guess I could muster the courage if you need my help, but as you know this isn’t in my comfort zone. And besides, I’m taking my nieces trick-or-treating.”

			“I thought as much,” said Lily. “No, I really think with the proper preparation, Mel and I can handle it.”

			If only I had her faith, I thought.

			For the next forty minutes I pushed the doubts from my mind and indulged in what Lily referred to as “retail therapy.” I had to admit she was right: Though I wasn’t normally much of a shopper, hanging out in Aunt Cora’s Closet was a different experience altogether. No harsh fluorescent lights, no funky recycled air. On the contrary, the lighting was soft and flattering and the whole shop smelled like flowers and herbs and fresh laundry.

			Lily plucked armfuls of dresses from the racks with abandon and carted them into the communal dressing room. Bronwyn and Maya ran back and forth, bringing us not only dresses but belts, sashes, bustiers, and feathers boas. . . .

			I surrendered to my fate and allowed the eager staff of Aunt Cora’s Closet to dress me as they would. Eventually, after half an hour of feeling like a kid playing dress-up, I wound up looking like a vintage gypsy. With my “curvy”—read, plump and busty—figure, it worked. Lily looked more sedate in an Edwardian-era light sage green dress complete with a high collar, lacy yoke, and about two hundred tiny little buttons that marched up the back.

			“Et voila,” said Bronwyn as she held out two molded leather masks: one cream and gold decorated with faux jewels and the other a deep red with an ostrich plume. I took the red, Lily the cream.

			We stood back and admired ourselves in the mirror: We looked like we had just stepped out of a different time.

			“This is what I love about costumes,” Lily said softly. “When you change clothes, you really change. The way you hold yourself, the way others see you . . . it’s fascinating.”

			And so was she, I thought. Unfortunately, my mind slipped back to the purpose of finding costumes— the Haunted Halloween Ball, which, I feared, might be far more truly haunted than any of us had banked on.

			“Lily,” I said in a low voice. “I’m not sure how to put this, but I really am not an expert in the whole ghost thing. In anything, really, other than historic renovations. I’m great at unclogging toilets, for example. But spirits and such . . . ? I just sort of muddle my way through.”

			“You and me both. I never finished my training, so a lot of what I do is by the seat of my pants. I told Bronwyn we’d be okay on our own because if this is what I think it is, her coven sisters might be at risk. They’re open to supernatural influences—it’s part of what makes them so great. But in situations like this when I’m not sure we’ll be entirely in control of whatever forces are in that house . . . well, anyway, I think it’s better like this. I think what we need for backup will be the SFPD.”

			I nodded. “So, it sounds like you’re cooking up a plan.”

			“Not a plan, exactly. But I’m thinking we should be there on Halloween night, at the fund-raiser. The line between the worlds is thin on Samhain, and since it’s also the anniversary of when Reginald Spooner hung himself, it seems the natural time to make contact with any spirits inhabiting that house.”

			Great, I thought. Just great.

			Oscar-the-pig snorted and bumped my leg with his head.

			“I really do like this little guy,” I said, scratching him behind his ears.

			“Here’s the thing about Oscar,” said Lily. “He can be helpful, as strange as that may sound. He can often sense things.”

			“Sense things? You mean ghosts?”

			She nodded. “As well as other things.”

			I felt a tingle on the back of my neck. “What kinds of things would those be?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” she said, casual-like, as she started to hang up our castoffs. “You know, spirits, demons, that sort of thing.”

			“Demons?” I blanched. I might be an up-and-coming ghost buster, but demons were out of my league. Way out of my league.

			“I’m just saying, we should go in prepared. As my friend Herve was saying, it’s unusual to find poppets representing the dead. Depending on Reginald’s motives, well . . . there might be something dangerous at hand. Oscar might be able to help us figure out what we’re dealing with.”

			I was tempted to throw up my hands and leave this conundrum to the police. But then . . . I thought of Adam standing at the window of Spooner House, looking out at the world, hurt and confused, and trying to call his mom. That forlorn image spurred me on.

			This is what I get for volunteering, I thought. As my father always said: “No good deed goes unpunished.”

			“Now that you mention it . . . my dog’s pretty good at ghost sightings, too,” I said. “Maybe we should take our pet brigade to the house, see what they make of the situation.”

			“My thoughts, exactly.”

			***

			Lily, Oscar, Dog, and I arrived at Spooner House to find a shrine had sprung up on the porch. There were shiny helium balloons, cuddly teddy bears, and garish posters written in sparkly glue: RIP ADAM; GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN. A large banner had a drawing of the comedy and tragedy masks, both weeping, along with a quote from Shakespeare: “Out, out, brief candle! Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player, That struts and frets his hour upon the stage and then is heard no more.”

			“The quote’s . . . nice,” said Lily, in what I was learning was her funny way of understatement.

			I nodded. Theater types.

			Duff and Byron were sitting on the steps; Tess had her head on her knees. Riley was taking pictures of the shrine with her bubble gum pink iPhone. None were talking.

			“Hi, guys,” I said. “This is Lily Ivory . . . and this is Oscar, and Dog.”

			The students’ glum mood was momentarily lifted as they interacted with the animals—especially Oscar-the-pig, of course.

			“You look familiar,” said Riley to Lily, still petting Dog, who was leaning up against her. Dog didn’t realize how big—or how heavy—he was.

			“I own Aunt Cora’s Closet, down the street,” Lily said. “Maybe I’ve seen you there?”

			“Ohmigod, I love that store!” said Tess. “In fact . . . I was planning on buying a special vintage dress for when Adam and I went away.”

			At these words her lower lip started to quiver, tears filled her eyes, and she put her head back down on her knees. Oscar snorted and nosed under her arm until she hugged him.

			“Sorry, but all of us are, like, so whack by this,” said Riley. “It’s so totally random. I’ve . . . I mean, a couple of kids killed themselves in high school, but not in college. And, not anyone we really, like, knew.”

			“Have any of you seen Preston lately?” Lily asked.

			“He’s coming in a while,” said Tess. “He’s driving the truck with the supplies, so we can start decorating later.”

			“Hey, Mel, Duff was saying that, like, Spooner House might be sold?” said Byron. “Is that true?”

			“Where did you hear that? I haven’t heard anything about selling the place.”

			“I heard a rumor,” said Duff, “that the board is going to have to sell. Guess they’re out of money and someone offered to buy the house. Maybe that’s why they wanted you to fix it up?”

			“That would be . . .” Scummy, I thought to myself, but said: “hard to believe.”

			He shrugged. “Anyway, I guess Lurch is determined to go through with this fund-raiser no matter what.”

			“Gaskin told me Adam’s family asked him to go ahead with the party, because Adam cared about the causes. The family’s providing matching funds.”

			Duff shrugged. “The way I heard it was the other way around: Lurch went to Adam’s mom and totally sold her on the idea. Tell you the truth, I mean . . . I don’t think Adam even knew much about the youth center. That was more Riley’s thing.”

			Riley just shrugged.

			“That would totally blow if they sold it,” mumbled Tess.

			“We’re going to go check out the house,” I said. “You guys stay outside, okay?”

			I opened the door, and Dog started barking his fool head off before we’d even entered the building. Oscar, for his part, trotted around on his little hoofs, clacking loudly on the broad plank floors.

			Both animals scampered upstairs right away. Lily and I were about to follow when Annette Crawford appeared in the doorway.

			“You figure out what’s going on yet?” she asked me without preamble.

			“I’m working on it,” I said. “This is Lily Ivory. She owns a vintage clothing shop on Haight. Lily, this is Inspector Annette Crawford.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Annette said. “Are you involved with Spooner House?”

			“No,” Lily said. “I’m . . . trying to help figure out what happened to the young man who died here.”

			Annette raised one eyebrow. “Vintage clothes dealer-slash-amateur detective?”

			“I sometimes give advice on less ordinary situations,” she said. “I’ve worked with Inspector Carlos Romero a few times. Do you know him?”

			Annette nodded. “Yes, I do. Good detective, good man.”

			There was a brief pause while Lily and Annette assessed each other. Suddenly the patter of piggy hooves and dog’s nails clacking overhead on the wood floors sounded like a herd of animals, rather than just two.

			Annette’s eyes moved skyward. “And . . . you decided to bring your pets?”

			“It’s sort of hard to explain,” I said. “But please believe me when I tell you there’s a reason for it.”

			“Okay,” said Crawford, and I imagined she was barely repressing the urge to roll her eyes. But she and I had been through a few homicide investigations before; she was accustomed to my unconventional approach to this sort of thing. “You two do whatever you were going to do with your menagerie, and then we’ll get a cup of coffee and talk. I’ll wait outside.”

			Lily headed up the stairs; I followed.

			The steps creaked as they always did; the curved walls and colorful glass windows appeared as elegant as ever. So why did I feel a sense of dread as we reached the upstairs landing?

			Perhaps it was because I couldn’t stop looking at the chandelier, and the place where Adam had died. It was homicide, not suicide; I felt sure of it now. But who would have gone after the young performing arts student? What kind of enemies could he have possibly had?

			I grabbed the sepia-toned family portrait off the wall so we could compare the dolls to the faces in the photo.

			“Who opened that door?” I asked Lily, the back of my neck tingling as I noted the hatch to the attic was open. The animals were clearly up there—we could hear them overhead.

			“I . . . I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” said Lily, sounding evasive. I studied her as she climbed the attic stairs. Could she have somehow opened the door with witchcraft. . . . ? Get a grip, Mel. First you aren’t sure you believe her at all, and now you think she’s capable of opening doors long-distance?

			“Maybe . . . maybe someone left it open.”

			Lily looked at me over her shoulder as though she could read my mind. “It could have been my pig. He’s . . . remarkably capable.”

			“Your—?”

			I was cut off by the sight of our pets gazing at the mannequins. Dog was doing that strange growling/mewling sound he sometimes did when confronted with spirits. Oscar-the-pig was trotting back and forth excitedly, his little hooves tapping loudly, as though he could barely contain himself.

			Lily nodded. “It’s as we thought. Definitely something about these poppets. . . . Not those two,” she said, pointing to one man and one woman, “but these here.” She grouped the suspect dolls: one male, three females.

			We consulted the photo.

			“The two on the end are empty—they must have been Thaddeus’s sister and her husband. These here are Thaddeus, Miriam, Betsy, and Charity,” said Lily. “Can you communicate with them?”

			I grounded myself as I’d been taught, doing a body scan and establishing myself as part of this earth, this time period. Next I began rubbing the gold ring at my neck. Closing my eyes and regulating my breathing. Clearing my mind to allow for errant vibrations or energies. Calling out psychically.

			I opened one eye. The four Spooner family members were staring at me, heads cocked, glassy eyes wide.

			They weren’t talking.

			“No luck, sorry. If they don’t want to communicate, I can’t force them. Like I said . . . I’m really not much good at this.”

			Lily shrugged. “None of this is easy or straightforward. My training is all about how to affect reality while maintaining control, but I’ve been studying most of my life and I still can’t always get the results I was hoping for. Keep working at it; you’ll get better.”

			“I suppose,” I said without much enthusiasm.

			“It’s a privilege to have contact with those beyond the veil, Mel,” said Lily. “A rare gift.”

			“I’d rather win the lottery,” I said. “So anyway, as I told you, Reginald’s doll is missing. Given what Herve told us, I’m thinking we should check his trunk for magic tricks.”

			“Good idea,” Lily said.

			I turned toward the corner where the old steamer trunk sat. Scratch that: used to sit. Now there was a dust-free rectangle marking the spot.

			The trunk was gone.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“What have you got so far?” Annette asked the two of us over mochas at Coffee to the People, a café in the Haight that was a holdover from the famous Summer of Love. We had stashed the animals at Aunt Cora’s Closet, where Bronwyn was cosseting them shamelessly.

			“According to the records we found, most of the Spooner family died in 1918,” I said. “That was the year of the great flu epidemic, so it wasn’t that unusual for whole families to die within days of each other. But there was a bit of a scandal because the surviving family members, especially Thaddeus Spooner’s sister Hazel and her husband, Frederick, accused their nephew Reginald of something nefarious—they said he wouldn’t let anyone visit when his family was sick. He also sent the servants away.”

			“And everyone died except Reginald?” Annette asked.

			“Yes, he survived his family. He worked as a stage magician and was fairly successful on the local circuit. He continued for a while longer, but according to what I could glean from a newspaper article from the time, his act had become rather maudlin. The reporter speculated it was because of what happened to his family, and mentioned the accusations made by Reginald’s aunt and uncle. Anyway, his shows lost popularity, and nine months after his family passed, he hung himself in the house.”

			“Hung himself, like Adam?”

			I nodded. “From the same chandelier, on Halloween night.”

			Annette gazed at me, then at Lily.

			“Okay. I get that the dolls are creepy, but why are you two so interested in them?”

			“Dolls, especially when they have a close likeness to someone, may be used as poppets,” said Lily. “In the hands of a practitioner, they are capable of holding a bit of one’s soul.”

			Annette raised one eyebrow. This usually was more than enough to quell the likes of me, but Lily seemed undeterred.

			“It’s possible Reginald used those dolls to trap the spirits of his family members.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I don’t actually deal with poppets that much. They give me the willies. But I’ve got a voodoo guy if you’d like to learn about the details.”

			“A voodoo guy?”

			Lily nodded and sipped her drink, a chocolate mocha concoction.

			“Let’s set aside the voodoo guy for the moment and move on,” said Annette with a wry twist of her lips. “So you’re saying this Reginald character may have used the dolls in some way to trap the spirits of his whole family after their deaths?”

			“His father, mother, and sisters.”

			“Uh-huh. And why would he do such a thing?”

			“Maybe he didn’t like them? Or maybe he wanted to get rid of his family so he could inherit everything. The Spooners had a lot of money.”

			“Then why not just let them die?”

			“Maybe they were getting better? It’s hard to say. . . . It might tell us something if we could find Reginald’s poppet. I was hoping Mel could communicate with it,” Lily told Annette.

			“When did it go missing?”

			“We don’t know if it was ever there; no one’s seen it,” I said. “But we know Thaddeus Spooner carved a doll for each of his family members, so it stands to reason there’s one of Reginald floating around. I was thinking it might be in his magic trunk in the attic, but now the trunk is missing, too. And the attic was left open.”

			“Why would someone steal his magic trunk?”

			“I don’t know that, either,” I said, discouraged. “I’ve been in that attic a couple of times since Adam died, but I can’t remember whether it was there or not, so I’m not even sure when it went missing.”

			“Not very helpful.”

			“No. All I’m certain of right now is that Adam didn’t kill himself.”

			“What makes you so sure?” Annette asked.

			“Because he told me.”

			“I’d have to check the state statutes, but I’m reasonably sure that won’t hold up in a court of law,” Annette replied.

			“Think about this: If Adam didn’t kill himself, there’s a murderer running around.”

			“A sobering thought,” Lily said.

			“But what I can’t figure out is why anyone would kill Adam,” I said. “Annette, have you found anything?”

			“We’re following up on leads.”

			“Would anyone have anything to gain by his death?”

			She hesitated. Annette was too much of a by-the-book inspector to reveal confidential police information, even to a sort-of friend.

			“It’s possible.”

			“Did he have a life insurance policy?”

			She didn’t respond.

			“Isn’t he awfully young to have a life insurance policy? Who’s the beneficiary?”

			“I’m not at liberty to say,” she said with a significant glance toward Lily. I had the sense that had it been just the two of us, she might have given me a hint, but she didn’t know Lily well enough to trust her. “But watch your back. Especially around relatives. Family can be a real killer.”

			***

			“Are you thinking Uncle Preston?” Lily asked later.

			We were walking down Haight toward her shop, and she kept stopping and snipping pieces of flowers and herbs from gardens as we passed, and tucking them in the deep pockets of her vintage sundress. For her witchy brews, I presumed.

			I nodded. “He’s been off-putting from the start. But then again, I can’t accuse the man of murder just because I don’t like him. In fact, the students were saying something that made me wonder. . . . I guess I should have mentioned it to Annette. I’ll call her, just in case.”

			“What is it?”

			“They were saying that Spooner House is in need of money, and Duff mentioned Adam’s death would probably spur ticket sales for a haunted ball.”

			“That’s pretty far-fetched, isn’t it? To think someone would orchestrate something like that in order to sell tickets?”

			I nodded. “Far-fetched, but . . . I’ve seen people do outrageous things for some pretty petty reasons. Homicide usually comes down to greed, or jealousy . . .”

			“Or revenge, or to cover up a secret,” finished Lily, as though ticking them off on a mental list.

			“Adam’s just a kid. What sort of secrets could he have?”

			Lily sighed. “You’ve been lucky, Mel. You’ve led a sheltered life. Trust me, when it comes to the things humans are capable of doing, Adam wasn’t that young.”

			“I guess you’re right. But why there, in Spooner House?”

			“All places have vibrations, because they absorb the energies of those who dwell within. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that.”

			I nodded. I remember when my mother, from whom I’d inherited my ability to sense the presence of those who had passed, refused to let my father buy and renovate a run-down house despite its investment potential. She had felt a foreboding sensation in the house. “Absolutely not, Bill,” she had said. “I won’t allow you or the girls to set foot in that place. That home is dangerous.” My father had, uncharacteristically, accepted her decision without arguing.

			“If a place has seen evil or violence, the vibrations may be enough to influence someone who’s already on edge,” Lily continued. “Knock them off the fence, so to speak.”

			“So, could you tell anything further from seeing the dolls?”

			“I’ll ruminate, consult with my pig, and get back to you.”

			When I looked at her, she was smiling, and I couldn’t tell if she was kidding or not. “Okay. I’d better get back to work as well.”

			“Mel . . . you’re not going back to Spooner House alone, are you?”

			“No, I have a few other projects to check on. I do renovations for a living. Chasing down ghosts and murder suspects is just a sideline.”

			She laughed. “Me too. It’s been a pleasure, Mel. We’ll talk soon.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			That evening, just as I was thinking of calling it a day, Lily called me.

			“Riley came to see us at Aunt Cora’s Closet.”

			“Oh, really? She doing okay?”

			“She was a little shaky.”

			“I’m not surprised. Those poor kids.”

			“Listen, Mel, I’m not a big telephone person. Could you possibly drop by the store?”

			“Sure. I’m in the Castro—I’ll swing by in fifteen.”

			As soon as I hung up, the phone beeped again. There were times I wished I could be, like Lily, “not a telephone person,” but the truth was a contractor lived by her telephone. It was the only way to juggle several jobsites, communicate with clients, order supplies, push permits through the building department, and foster new projects—all while unclogging a toilet or balancing spreadsheets.

			This time it wasn’t work, though; it was Annette Crawford returning my call. I told her about the rumor that Spooner House was having financial difficulties, and I proposed the rather absurd theory that someone might have killed Adam to increase ticket sales. Of course the moment it came out of my mouth I regretted suggesting it: It was ludicrous.

			“You always tell me I should tell you everything, no matter how ridiculous,” I said in an attempt to justify sharing my suspicions.

			“That I do, and this certainly does sound ridiculous. But I’m glad you told me, nonetheless. Listen, what do you know about the girl named Riley?”

			“Nothing, really . . .” I wondered what Lily was going to tell me about Riley’s visit to Aunt Cora’s Closet. “Why?”

			“Just checking folks out.”

			“One of the guys mentioned she had a connection to the youth center, but other than that . . . nothing really stands out.”

			“Okay, thanks.”

			We hung up, and I drove toward the Haight.

			***

			Lily’s shop was officially closed when I arrived, the cheerful yellow painted sign in the window inviting me to check back tomorrow at ten.

			But Lily was standing behind the register, apparently sorting through receipts. She smiled when she saw me and hurried to open the door.

			“Sorry about that—if I leave it open, people keep coming it. I never want to complain about success, but it can be a bit overwhelming.”

			“I’m sure. I guess that’s better than the opposite problem, though, right?”

			“That’s for sure. I’ve considered staying open later, like Herve does, but I’m loath to give up my evenings. Tea?”

			“I’m okay, thanks. My dad expects me home for dinner.”

			“You live with your dad? Really? You’re so lucky!”

			Her reaction surprised me. Most people took that news with a healthy dose of either skepticism—What’s wrong with you that you still live with Daddy?—or flat-out pity.

			“I moved in a couple of years ago, after I got divorced and my mom passed away. I imagine I’ll move out eventually, but for the meantime it works.”

			“I have a . . . complicated relationship with my parents. My father . . . well, we’re not close.”

			I had the distinct sense there was a whole lot more to that story, but she moved on.

			“Anyway, the reason I asked you to come by was to ask you: How well do you know Riley?”

			“Not well at all. Why?”

			“She came by with a dress she said belonged to one of the other girls—Tess, I think? It had some grass stains on the backside, and Riley asked if we knew the best way to get them out. I don’t have to tell you that being a vintage clothes dealer means becoming an expert in laundry.”

			“I’ll bet.”

			“The only thing is . . . she started to cry, and then Bronwyn was rubbing her back and offering her tea, and between all of us, well, she told us that she spent time in juvenile detention and that she slept with Adam.”

			“She . . . what? Juvenile detention? And she slept with Adam?”

			“I feel like a snake even repeating any of this, but I thought it might be pertinent. I thought Tess had plans to run away with Adam.”

			“That’s what she said. And Adam referred to being in love, but I guess I just assumed he meant Tess. Maybe I should go talk with him again. . . .”

			“Even if he meant he was in love with Riley, though, it hardly means, what, that Tess got so jealous she killed him? And how? If it wasn’t suicide, the killer had to be strong enough to hoist Adam over the rail, right?”

			I nodded. “Frankly, I really don’t know what it all means. Annette was asking me about Riley—I bet she dug up her juvenile record.”

			“And here’s the other part: This dress she brought in, it has some strange vibrations.”

			“Strange how?”

			She got up and ducked into the back room for a moment, then returned with a yellow calico dress I remembered seeing Tess wearing on the porch at Spooner House, when they were sitting by the shrine. Lily handed it to me. It smelled of mothballs.

			“It’s hard to say, really, but the vibrations don’t quite seem human.”

			I dropped the dress.

			“I don’t mean a demon or anything like that,” Lily hastened to say as she lifted up the gown. Her nose wrinkled slightly. “I mean . . . I think it feels like one of the dummies. The dolls. And you can smell it, right? This garment hasn’t been properly laundered since it was taken out of storage.”

			“Are you saying . . . ?”

			“I’m wondering if maybe Tess has Reginald’s magic trunk.”

			***

			I called my dad and told him I wouldn’t be home for dinner after all. Then, not wanting to call Tess directly for fear of tipping our hand, I phoned Mrs. Gutierrez and, through a mixture of cajoling and bullying, got her to look up Tess’s home address. When I hung up, I noticed Lily watching me, eyebrows raised.

			“Wow, I’m impressed.”

			“It’s a gift,” I said, then smiled. “Actually, it’s a hard-won skill honed by years of dealing with building inspectors and subcontractors.”

			“Want me to drive?” Lily offered. “I have a cherry red vintage Mustang.”

			“I’m surprised you even have to ask.”

			Tess lived with her “impossible” mother in the basement apartment of a house not far from the performing arts school, near Russian Hill. Though the house itself looked well kept, the entrance to the basement apartment was dreary; it was a utilitarian cement stair descending belowground to a nondescript door.

			Lily marched right down the steps but hesitated a moment before rapping smartly on the door.

			She looked over her shoulder at me. “I hate knocking on doors.”

			“Why? Is this like the phone thing?”

			“Oh no, the phone thing’s about electronics. The door thing’s about being shunned.” She drew her shoulders up toward her ears and shivered. “I hate that.”

			“What—”

			I cut myself off when the door opened halfway. Tess’s eyes were swollen and red with tears; her beautiful black hair was caught up in a sloppy topknot. She wore a big T-shirt, gray sweats, and fuzzy socks.

			“What are you guys doing here?”

			“We were wondering if we could come in and ask you some questions,” I said.

			“It’s not really a good time.”

			“It’s pretty important.”

			“I don’t think—”

			Lily reached out and placed one hand on Tess’s arm. In her other hand, I saw, Lily carried a black silk bundle. She seemed to be muttering something unintelligible.

			“Okay,” Tess said with obvious reluctance, but she stood back and opened the door wide.

			Inside, the apartment was even worse than I’d feared. Tiny narrow slats just under the ceiling let in the only natural light, and half of these were covered in half-dead vegetation. Fluorescent lights buzzed. The air smelled of stale cigarette smoke and mildew.

			Reginald’s doll was sitting on a threadbare brown and beige plaid couch. The magic trunk was next to it.

			“I know we shouldn’t have taken it,” Tess admitted to us. “The thing is, Adam was, like, obsessed with this trunk. No one else wanted it; it’s been up in that attic for decades. He even asked Mrs. Gutierrez and Lurch about it, but they refused to let him have it.”

			“When did you take it?”

			“That night. He was like, if he could jimmy open that trunk he could maybe get some good stuff. He was sort of an amateur magician. He kept saying if he had really good stuff he could do even more tricks.”

			“But then he decided to spend the night?”

			She nodded. “I guess. We came back here, but first he was pissed ’cause Reginald’s cape wasn’t in the trunk. And then we had a fight. He was screwing around on me, but he wouldn’t tell me with who. Can you believe that? Preston’s totally right; he says I shouldn’t put up with that sort of thing.”

			“So you brought the trunk back here, but then he left again?”

			She nodded. “He went back to look for the cape. He kept playing with that doll, and all this other stuff. I don’t even want it here, but I couldn’t figure out how to get rid of it. I was gonna try to bring it back when we were decorating, but it’s too big. Take it, please. I don’t want it.”

			Tess sat down on a ripped armchair and lit a cigarette while Lily and I packed up Reginald’s dummy and the few other vintage magic items.

			“Adam was my ticket out of this hellhole. What am I gonna do now? Preston says—”

			“Tess, listen to me,” Lily said, putting one hand on Tess’s arm. “You don’t need to attach yourself to Adam, or Preston, or anyone else. You are in control of your own fate. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			She shrugged and continued to smoke while Lily and I closed Reginald in the trunk and each took hold of a leather strap. We had to stop and catch our breath a couple of times, but between the two of us we were able to haul it out of the apartment, up the steps, and place it in the backseat of the Mustang.

			“Could Reginald’s doll have . . . I don’t know, possessed her or something?” I asked as we climbed into the car.

			“I don’t think so,” said Lily. “I held him, and I didn’t feel anything like what I felt from the rest of his family dolls.”

			“You’re saying he’s not . . .” I searched for the word she had once used. “. . . ‘occupied’?”

			“Not in the same way. Which, if you think about it, makes sense: If he cast over his family, he wouldn’t have included himself.”

			I nodded. “So it can’t tell us anything?”

			“Well now, I didn’t say that, exactly,” she smiled. “I’d still like you to try to communicate with him. Even if doesn’t seem active now, that might all change on Halloween.”

			“Because that’s when he killed himself?”

			She nodded. “And because that’s the night when the veil between our worlds is thinnest.”

			“And here I thought it was all about candy corn and costumes.”

			“Not hardly, my friend. Not to cast any aspersions against candy corn . . . but Halloween’s a darn sight more portentous than that.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			“So, it could have been Preston for the life insurance, or Ed Gaskin for the boost in ticket sales, or Tess because Adam slept with someone else and she was possessed by the spirit of Reginald. Is that about it so far?”

			Lily and I were in the back room of Aunt Cora’s Closet, heads bent low over the contents of the magic trunk, which were spread out on the floor, within a circle of salt that Lily had drawn “for protection.”

			“It all sounds a tad ridiculous when you say it like that,” said Lily with a shake of her head. “But back home we have a saying: Every fish ever caught had its mouth open.”

			“What are you thinking we should do next?”

			“We convince all the suspects that on Halloween, the spirits of the mannequins will return to this earthly plane. And that when the dolls came alive, they’ll be able to tell us what happened to Adam.”

			“So in other words we set a trap: Let them know and then wait in the attic and see who comes to destroy the dolls?”

			“It’s an idea.”

			“Yes, but not a good idea. I mean . . . really?”

			“Your part is to make a bunch of phone calls and convince all the pertinent players to show up at the ball, and tell them about the legend of the dolls coming to life. Also, I think Inspector Crawford should arrange for backup.”

			“I’m not sure how she’s going to spin that one for the SFPD: ‘I need some undercover officers in Halloween costumes for a sting operation involving magic dolls and a tormented ghost’?”

			“I have faith in your powers of persuasion.”

			“Thanks, but—”

			“I’ll brew, and tomorrow night at the ball I’ll cast a spell to help the dolls come alive, which will also serve to release the trapped spirits of the Spooner family. If we’re right, it’ll all work out just fine.”

			“And if we’re wrong?”

			She shrugged. “It shouldn’t be a problem. Not unless . . . never mind. It really shouldn’t be a problem.”

			“Okaaaay,” I said. “And then, when we discover who killed Adam, he should be able to move on as well, right?”

			“I think so, yes.”

			“You have experience with this sort of thing, then?”

			“Not exactly,” she said with a little frown of concentration.

			I hadn’t known Lily for long, but I had learned that look on her face meant her mind was elsewhere, no doubt cooking up a spell of some kind. All I could think of was the witches in Shakespeare’s Macbeth: “Double, double, boil and trouble” . . . and something about eye of newt. . . .

			The whole thing sort of freaked me out, but if it could help Adam find peace, I was in. Besides, now that I was dealing with this whole occult world with disturbing regularity, I might as well learn as much as I could when the opportunity presented itself.

			“So, are you going to brew now? Could I watch?”

			“No, no, I’m sorry. I’m a solo act. It’s nothing personal—it’s just the way I function. Some witches operate in covens, and the power of the thirteen helps them to transcend this earthly plane and get in touch with their ancestors, drawing on that energy to affect reality. In my case I have to get into my own head, by brewing.”

			“I understand.”

			“I’ll need you there when I cast the spell to release the spirits of the Spooner family, however. You might be able to communicate with them, and for sure with Adam.”

			I nodded. I was in.

			Lily gave me a bright, reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, Mel. We’ll pull this off together, and think of all the good we’re doing for the Spooners, and for Adam.”

			I returned her smile. If nothing else, I thought to myself, the strangeness of Spooner House had won me a new friend. Someone who never seemed to think, even for a moment, that I might be crazy for saying I could communicate with ghosts.

			Unless, of course, she was crazy, I thought as I watched her gather items from Bronwyn’s herb stand: a pinch of salt, a bundle of stinging nettles, cayenne pepper.

			“I brew beforehand, by myself, then use that brew to cast,” she explained. “I draw the circle and say the charm. . . . You’ll see tomorrow. It’s not scary. I don’t think.”

			“I understand. It’s just a whole new thing for me.”

			She grinned. “You’re not the only one, believe me. I’ve been a loner my whole life. For me, the new thing is being open about it.”

			“I can relate,” I said. “I tried to keep the whole ghost-seeing thing under wraps, but it didn’t last long. Now I’ve been ‘outed’ by Haunted Home Quarterly, and we’re starting to get more calls about ghosts than renovation at Turner Construction.”

			“It happens,” she said as she gathered her supplies in a large black silk square, then tied it up in a bundle. “There’s so much beyond the veil, and so many things in our world that aren’t ‘normal’ . . . and most folks don’t have the first idea how to deal with them. So they meet someone who doesn’t think they’re crazy, and they latch on. There’s a hunger for knowledge out there.”

			“Speaking of hunger . . .”

			“Thai food?”

			“Lily, I do believe this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

			***

			It took some fast-talking, but Inspector Crawford agreed to ask a couple of police officers to serve as backup for the Halloween ball. They would dress as a vampire couple. Lily provided them with capes.

			I completed my obligatory round of phone calls recounting the legend of the Spooner family dolls to everyone we could think of: each of the student volunteers, Uncle Preston, Lurch aka Ed Gaskin, and Mrs. Gutierrez. I was counting on their efficient gossip network to spread the word beyond that group, to anyone else who may have been involved in Adam’s death.

			I also tried to explain the situation to Adam. He seemed doubtful about our ability to find the person responsible for his death. But then, since he still wasn’t completely convinced he was dead, I guessed that was about par for the course.

			The following night was Halloween. Lily and I met at Aunt Cora’s Closet to don our gowns and masks for the ball. Then Lily gathered her satchel with her spell-casting necessities, I hoisted up the doll of Reginald, and we walked toward Spooner House.

			The Haight-Ashbury neighborhood dearly loves a party, and when costumes are de rigueur it doubles the excuse for fun. We had to push our way through assorted ghouls, goblins, and ghosts to reach our destination. We took turns carrying Reginald, but luckily, on Halloween, no one seemed to give a life-sized doll a second glance.

			As we approached Spooner House, I saw that the student decorating committee had come through: the garden was festooned with giant spiderwebs, complete with gargantuan black widows lying in wait. White figures fluttered in the eaves, approximating ghostly apparitions. Silhouettes of black cats decorated the windows, which were lit from within with an eerie orange glow.

			The garden was as full of people as Haight Street. We saw costumes of all stripes, from classic spooky Halloween garb to more unconventional getups reflecting political figures and visual puns. I noticed a handful of young men in rent-a-cop outfits, and I hoped they were actually providing security for the party and not just playing dress-up.

			“I guess they sold the rest of those tickets,” Lily said as we made our way up the porch steps, jostled by a rowdy group of partygoers who reeked of beer.

			I thought about Duff’s macabre prediction that Adam’s death would only add to interest in the Halloween party. The idea depressed me.

			“Backup’s waiting at the attic door,” said Annette as she joined us on the porch. She was dressed as an elegant witch: long black lace dress covered with a black cape, pointy black hat with netting, pointy black boots, red and white striped stockings.

			“Wow, you look great,” I said. “That style suits you.”

			“Always did love black.”

			A small part of me prayed that Annette—smart, cynical, world-weary Annette—wasn’t going to start studying witchcraft. There was only so much my heart could take. I needed some friends who kept both feet firmly planted in the non-supernatural realm.

			We showed our tickets at the front door and were waved inside. The foyer was bathed in black light and decorated with more spiderwebs, ghosts, jack-o’-lanterns, and skeletons. The air smelled like burnt pumpkin, and the sound system issued eerie pipe organ music, interspersed with ghostly howls and earsplitting screams.

			We pushed our way through the raucous throng to reach the stairs. As we walked up the curving steps, I noticed that the light fixture Adam had been hung from was now bedecked in gauzy gray strips; they seemed apt for this Gothic haunt. I peered over the rail to the crowd below but saw no obvious murderer watching us ascend, no one displaying clear-cut signs of guilt. On the contrary, with the house full of people playing at being monsters and serial killers, how would we find our needle in this costumed haystack?

			When I started back up the steps, Adam was right behind me.

			“Mel, what is going on? Who are all these people?”

			“It’s the Halloween Ball,” I said over my shoulder.

			A man dressed as Frankenstein thought I was talking to him. “Yeah . . . I get it,” he said.

			“Sorry, I wasn’t talking to you, I—”

			He moved on without waiting for the rest of the explanation.

			“The Halloween Ball? Tonight?” said Adam.

			This time I just nodded.

			“I don’t like all these people here in the house,” he complained, and made a face at a man dressed as a zombie cowboy.

			Zombie cowboy shivered and moved away, a confused, worried look on his face.

			I wondered. . . . Maybe I wasn’t the only one who could sense ghosts, at least some of the time. Either that, or Adam was getting the hang of this haunting thing.

			The door to the attic was closed and locked. I used my key to open it, and Lily and I climbed up while Annette and the vampire duo tried to mix with the crowd, while keeping curious folks away from the steps.

			I plunked Reginald down with the rest of his family and watched the dolls while Lily set up: Spreading out a white cloth, she laid her supplies out in a neat row: a hunk of rope, several different kinds of plants, polished stones and crystals, a couple of small jars holding powders, and a big-mouthed Mason jar full of brew.

			She started mumbling what sounded like an incantation.

			“I told you, she gives me the creeps,” Adam whined. “What’s she doing now?”

			“Don’t you remember? I told you we’d be here on Halloween, and that Lily would try to release the spirits captured in the Spooner family dolls.”

			He eyed the mannequins warily.

			“Sometimes I think they’re talking to me,” he said in a small voice.

			I nodded. “You’re not crazy. They seem to be . . . occupied by spirits. Hey, Adam, why don’t you help shoo people away from coming up here. Unless it’s someone you recognize, like any of the students, or your uncle Preston, or Mrs. Gutierrez, or Lurch. We want them to come up.”

			“How do I keep people away?”

			“Just . . . jump at them, and make a face, or whatever. You’re haunting this house, remember? Act like a ghost.”

			“’Kay,” he said.

			“I take it Adam’s here?” said Lily softly, eyes still closed.

			“He just left.”

			She nodded, then resumed chanting softly again; she opened her eyes and stood, then poured a circle of the brew from the jar, counterclockwise, around Thaddeus, Miriam, Betsy, Charity, and Reginald. Clockwise, she poured a circle of salt. She lit candles at five points on the circle and started chanting again. But now she seemed in a different world; she no longer responded to my whispered queries.

			A ruckus at the bottom of the attic stairs drew my attention.

			“Adam?” called Tess as she reached the top of the stairs. She was wearing a skimpy genie costume, complete with a tall hat and a pink veil that didn’t hide her tears. “Are you saying he’s here?”

			“C’mon, Tess,” said Riley, right behind her. Riley was wearing a Bavarian-style costume that put me in mind of an advertisement for beer. “Don’t go up there, you—”

			Next came Byron, yet another person dressed as a vampire. It was a perennial Halloween favorite after all; all you needed was a cape and a set of fangs.

			Lily, meanwhile, seemed to remain in her trance, mumbling within the circle of salt alongside the Spooner family dolls. I wished I could consult with her: Our trap seemed to be catching not one murderer fearing discovery, but all of Adam’s heartbroken friends. They probably were too curious not to at least take a peek in the attic. Theater types.

			“Tess, get out of here. I mean, seriously, this could be dangerous,” said Byron.

			“He’s right, Tess,” said Riley. “Tell her, Mel.”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Betsy starting to move.

			Tess screamed as soon as she noticed the doll’s movement. Riley’s mouth dropped open.

			Annette bolted up the stairs at the sound of Tess’s scream, her hand on the weapon I knew she was wearing under her cape. I motioned to her to stand back.

			Then Charity began to stand.

			“No effing way . . .” Byron whispered, his eyes on the dolls. Tess fainted at that point, and Byron barely caught her before she fell. He laid her gently on the ground.

			“Oh . . . hell no,” said Riley as she hurried out of the attic.

			“What . . . no way, the legend’s true?” said Byron, still stroking Tess’s hair.

			That’s when I noticed Byron’s vampire cape didn’t look like the cheap imitations worn by most partygoers, or even the costumed police officers. His looked like quality construction: black silk with a red satin lining. And there was an insignia at the throat: an ornate embroidered “S.” I remembered it from the family photo that included Reginald wearing his special cape.

			“Nice costume, Byron,” I said. “That cape looks like a genuine vintage item, like something my friend Lily here would sell at her shop.”

			His eyes never left the bizarre tableau in front of us: All the dolls except Reginald were now standing up, and appeared to be dancing.

			I looked at Lily, who was no longer in her trance.

			“Is this normal?” I asked her out of the side of my mouth. “Why are they dancing?”

			“They’re not. They’re just having a hard time moving normally, I think.”

			They bopped around in jerky moves like so many marionettes off their strings. Their still smiling faces looked out at us. It was terrifying, yet fascinating. Then they starting whispering, but their words were unintelligible.

			“Can you tell us what happened that night?” I asked, hardly believing I was talking to a bunch of dolls. But despite their constant motion and murmurings, I still couldn’t understand them.

			Adam appeared right beside me. “What are you doing? Stop that!” He tried to enter the circle but wasn’t able to cross. He put his hands over his ears. “Make it stop! Can’t you hear that? What—”

			“Stop it!” Byron yelled, unknowingly echoing his dead friend. “Just make them stop. They have nothing to say—are you seriously going to listen to wooden dolls? What is this? How are you even making them do that? Stop it! If you won’t, I will.”

			He pulled a lighter from Tess’s pocket, then quickly lit a piece of newspaper from the floor and hurled it toward the dolls before Annette could stop him. But, like Adam, when the lit newspaper reached the circle, it seemed to hit an invisible wall and bounce off.

			“Stop it right there!” Annette yelled. She trained her gun on Byron as he pulled a plastic container of barbecue lighter fluid from his pocket. “Don’t even move.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Crying, Byron sank to his knees and followed Annette’s instructions not to move any further.

			I hurried to stomp out the flame.

			“What’s happening?” said Tess as she roused herself.

			“Make them stop already,” said Byron, still crying. “Just make them stop.”

			Adam’s ghost was looking at the dolls, cocking his head as though he were listening. Then he turned to Byron. His friend.

			“You?” he said in a fierce whisper. He brought his face very near Byron’s, and though I knew Byron couldn’t see or hear Adam, he drew back as though sensing something. “You did this to me? How could you? Why?”

			“What’s going on, Byron?” asked Tess.

			“They . . . they’re telling on me. I can’t stop them. . . .”

			“Telling on you?” said Tess. “Wait—you mean, you’re the one who killed Adam?”

			“I didn’t mean to!” came the anguished cry. “He just . . . How come he got you, and Riley, too? Plus, he’s rich to start with . . . What’s fair about that? How come it’s always Byron the best friend, and never Byron the boyfriend? What’s that about?”

			“But . . . why would you kill him? You’re that in love with me?” Tess’s beautiful eyes grew even larger, and in her suggestive genie costume she was truly gorgeous. I imagined she had fed more than one hormone-fueled imagination. But to kill over her? “What happened that night?”

			“I was going to spend the night here to show you I wasn’t afraid. But then Adam came back, and he told me what happened with him and Riley, and we fought—I was defending you, Tess! He never deserved you.”

			Tess was shaking her head, and so was Adam. Both had tears in their eyes, and Byron kept crying, too. It was tragic, and stupid. Such a waste.

			“It went too far, and I guess I don’t know my own strength, because I had him in a choke hold and then . . . he stopped moving. I didn’t mean to! I wanted to make it look like a suicide, so I thought of what we talked about with Reginald Spooner, and tied him to the chandelier . . . and I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry!”

			We all remained still for a long moment—all except the Spooner mannequins, which kept bopping aimlessly around within the circle. Party noise drifted up toward us: laughter and chatter and pretend screams, and the strains of that old standby, “Monster Mash.”

			Finally, Annette said, “Byron, Tess, come along with me. We need to talk.”

			They obeyed, heading meekly down the stairs. Annette nodded to me and Lily as she followed them. I smiled my thanks and turned back to my accomplice.

			“So, what happens with them?” I asked about the dolls.

			“They’re not really holding entire spirits, as you can see. Just a trace amount of the animus of Reginald’s family members. I think we were right: He wasn’t responsible for their deaths; he was trying whatever he could to save them. I think if he’d had training he might have been able to accomplish something truly astonishing, but as it is . . . they’re just barely charged.”

			“So . . . what do we do with them?”

			“We let them go. Allow their energies to reunite with their spirits.”

			“And are those spirits haunting Spooner House?”

			“You tell me, Mel. You’re the ghost expert.”

			“Yeah, maybe not so much the expert. Anyway, the only tormented soul I’ve felt here is Adam.”

			Speaking of whom, Adam was slumped on the floor, his back up against the wall, just staring at the mannequins.

			“They creep me out,” he said finally.

			“Me too. But did you hear Lily? She’s going to let the energy go free and they’ll be able to reunite with their spirits.”

			“That’s bizarre.”

			“Yes, I suppose it is.”

			Lily seemed to be paying no attention to us—or more to the point, to me. Since she couldn’t see Adam, it must have appeared like I was talking to myself. Instead, she was chanting again, and then she used her toe to break through the circle of salt. As soon as she did so, the dolls fell in a pile on the floor.

			Lily sank onto the floor herself, rubbing the little silk bag on her belt and panting as she recovered from her spell casting.

			“They’re gone,” said Adam, lifting his head and looking around the attic. “The doll family—I mean, I can see the dolls are still here but they’re . . . gone.”

			Thank goodness. Lily had done her part. Now I had to do mine and convince Adam to move on.

			“I can’t believe . . . it was Byron, after all,” Adam said. “Now I remember we fought that night. But . . . he was my friend.”

			“I don’t think he meant to hurt you. I think you’d both been drinking, and emotions were running high, and . . . I’m sure he’s sorry.”

			“So, he really did kill me. He killed me. I’m, like, no longer of this world, or whatever?”

			I nodded.

			He blew out a breath, and I could see the tears glistening in his eyes. “Listen, uh . . .” He cleared his throat. “Be sure to get that message to my mom, okay?”

			“I will.”

			“Also, tell her I’ll be, you know, watching. Like, I mean, not in a creeper way. Tell her I’m on the other side, or whatever, but I’ll check in on her, and my kid brother, and I’ll see them again. Tell her . . . tell her she’s a really great mom.”

			I nodded but couldn’t speak. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them again, Adam had disappeared.

			“You okay?” Lily asked as she crossed the room to join me.

			I nodded, but I couldn’t find any words.

			“Is it Adam?” she asked, looking around, head slightly tilted as though trying to sense something out of the ordinary.

			I nodded again.

			“How about you and I go talk to his mother together?” Lily said. “I have a charm I could use to help her understand that you’re telling the truth.”

			“A charm?”

			“Bay leaves and a cinnamon stick, tied with a green ribbon, and a few words . . .” She trailed off with a shrug. “It doesn’t matter. But it works. It will make it easier for Adam’s mother to believe you, and it will help her to hear his message. And afterward . . .”

			I cringed. “Lily, no offense, but I’m not sure how much more I can take.”

			“I was thinking about Texas-sized margaritas.”

			“That’s more like it.”

			“I make them from scratch, my secret recipe. We’ll invite Maya and Bronwyn, and Dog and Oscar. Make a night of it at my place.”

			This was definitely the beginning of a beautiful friendship.

			I was hoping to steer clear of the supernatural for a while, but I wasn’t naïve enough to think I wouldn’t encounter ghostly goings-on with another historic home renovation project, eventually. It seemed to be my fate. But at the very least, when in need of a witch—or a “voodoo guy,” for that matter—at least now I knew whom to call.

			“Lily, besides the whole putting-poppets-to-rest bit, I think margaritas are your best idea yet.”

		

	
		
			Read on for a preview of Juliet Blackwell’s next Haunted Home Renovation mystery,

			KEEPER OF THE CASTLE

			Available from Berkley December 2014

		

	
		
			 

			Communicating with the netherworld can be a game changer.

			For instance, I never used to believe in bad omens. But ever since I started encountering ghosts on my construction sites, I’d become more open-minded.

			And it was clear that the Wakefield project was cursed.

			It had been plagued with ill portents from the get-go: Two well-respected general contractors had walked off the job; sign-waving protesters blocked the tall iron gates to the property; there had been a series of suspicious building mishaps; and the big, burly, and typically fearless construction workers—those who remained on the job, anyway—refused to linger at the site after sundown. I wouldn’t have been surprised to note a line of crows perched nearby, or a ring around the moon, or some other sign of disaster ahead.

			Luckily, this wasn’t my jobsite.

			“Coffee?” offered Graham.

			“I thought you’d never ask.”

			I had driven to Marin County, north of San Francisco, bright and early today only because a very attractive man had asked for my help. Tall and broad-shouldered, with the cut physique of a man who worked with his muscles, Graham Donovan had a way of making me forget that, when it came to romance, I was a battle-scarred cynic.

			Adding to his many charms, the green-building-consultant-to-the-stars also happened to be in possession of a thermos of piping hot, dark French roast.

			Besides . . . I was just plain curious: Why would someone dismantle an ancient Scottish monastery, ship it overseas stone by stone, and try to reconstruct it as a retreat center in California?

			Graham poured coffee into a small tin cup and handed it to me. Graceful tendrils of steam rose in the damp early-morning air, the rich aroma mingling with the pungent scents of eucalyptus and dried grasses. The day was just dawning, and we stood alone on the hill. My mutt, named Dog, loped around, sniffing the ground and wagging his shaggy brown tail.

			“I’ll say this much for your client: He chose an amazing site,” I said. “It’s almost . . . magical.”

			A gently sloping meadow surrounded by lush forest opened onto a view of the faraway Pacific Ocean. Behind us was a gorgeous old Victorian manse; below us was the jobsite, where stones lay in piles or stacked to form partially built walls, as though a fourteenth-century Gothic ruin had materialized right here, just north of the Golden Gate Bridge.

			“That’s the to-be-assembled pile,” said Graham, gesturing to a massive mound. Bright blue chalk marks—which I knew corresponded to a coded schema intricate enough to drive a Rubik’s Cube expert nuts—stood out from the dirt, lichen, and moss clinging to the rough-hewn stones. Carved pieces were scattered among the rectangular blocks: Some were components of columns and vaults, others crude gargoyles and decorative plaques.

			“Okey-dokey,” I said, sipping my coffee. “Would those be the suspicious, ghost-encrusted stones, then?”

			“I get the sense you’re not taking this seriously,” said Graham.

			“They look perfectly innocent to me. Frankly, I’d worry more about spiders than ghosts.”

			“Some tough ghost buster you are, scared of a few tiny little spiders.”

			“First off, I have never claimed to be a tough ghost buster. Not even an official ghost buster, really. And I’m not scared of spiders per se. But you know how this sort of thing goes: A couple teensy arachnids hitch a ride to America, and next thing you know, they end up devastating California’s citrus groves.”

			Graham smiled. “I’ve always admired your sunny outlook.”

			“I’m a native; I think about such things,” I said. “Look what happened with William Randolph Hearst: He imported zebras to roam the grounds of his ‘Castle’ decades ago, and his rancher neighbors are still dealing with them.”

			“What have they got against zebras?”

			“Turns out zebras are rather foul-tempered. Or maybe they’re just grumpy about being displaced from their natural habitat. My point is, I’m not sure bazillionaires should be allowed to just import whatever they want, willy-nilly. It’s asking for trouble.”

			“Which brings us back to ghosts. It’s gotten so bad the men won’t go into the building once the sun goes down.”

			“Ancient stones like these, in a setting like this, throw in a little fog and a moonless night . . . Could be people’s imaginations are running away with them.”

			“Could be. But I think there’s more to it. You know I don’t say this easily, Mel, but I’ve seen a few odd goings-on, myself.”

			“You really think your client imported a ghost along with these stones?”

			“Maybe. Is that possible?”

			“I’m not sure. I would have thought a ghost would have remained with the land. But, frankly, I probably know more about spiders than the intricacies of ghost immigration. I’ll have to look into it. Does your client have a particular affinity with Scotland? ‘Ellis Elrich’ doesn’t Scottish.”

			“I’m not sure,” said Graham. “You could ask him tonight. We’re invited to his ‘sherry hour.’”

			“I’m not a big fan of sherry.”

			“It’s just what he calls it. There will be other drinks available.”

			“Then why call it sherry hour?”

			A slow smile spread across Graham’s face, and he reached out to pull on a corkscrew curl that had freed itself of my serviceable ponytail.

			“I do love your curious mind,” he said.

			“Curious in the sense that I always look for answers? Or in the sense that I’m strange?”

			“Why limit ourselves to only one interpretation?”

			I couldn’t help but return his smile. After a few years of bitter sniping about men in general, and my romantic prospects in particular, I had been mellowing. Graham was helping me to regain my sense of humor.

			“Anyway,” I said, getting back on track. “I don’t really feel like going to sherry hour. The man’s not my client, after all.”

			“Perhaps we could change that.”

			“Yeah, about that: The whole project sounds like nothing but trouble to me.”

			“Mel, look at the big picture: Elrich is willing to spend a lot of money on this project. How often does a job of this scope and complexity come along that will implement cutting-edge green building techniques?”

			“Not often,” I conceded. And it was true that Turner Construction needed work. The high-end historic home renovation business in the San Francisco Bay Area had taken a nosedive in the past few months, and while I had so far managed to keep my workers gainfully employed finishing up some residential projects, the principals of Turner Construction—my dad, our friend and office manager, Stan, and I—had been forced to skip a few paychecks.

			We were in dire need of a new client. An important client. The deeper the pockets, the better. But still . . . I’d already faced enough ill omens for one lifetime. I had been hoping to find a nice, quiet, non-ghost-laden building somewhere to renovate.

			“And you’re the only builder I know with ghost experience,” Graham continued.

			“I wouldn’t be so sure. The builders who ran screaming from this jobsite experienced some ghosts. They just didn’t want to admit it.”

			While we were talking, workmen had started trickling onto the jobsite, arriving in beat-up Jeeps, muddy Toyotas, and full-sized Ford pickups, a few with grinning dogs in the passenger’s seat. Many were Latino, some of whom, I imagined, spoke little English. The rest were a mix of whites, blacks, and a few Asians. They toted lunchboxes, big thermoses of coffee or tea, and carried hard hats tucked under brawny arms. I admired these men—like my dad, they showed up every day, worked an honest eight hours, and built our homes and communities.

			One man in jeans, boots, and a plaid jacket made a beeline for us.

			“Here’s Pete now. He’s been running the job,” Graham said.

			Dog let out a welcoming “woof,” wagged his tail, and presented himself for a petting.

			“Pete, I’d like you to meet Mel Turner, the general director of Turner Construction.”

			Pete had the ropy muscles common to those who spent their lives on jobsites, but his slightly batty, wide-open eyes and blond hair, worn long and frizzy, lent him a crazy-professor vibe. A knowledgeable foreman was worth his weight in gold and was allowed to push the conventions a little. Construction tended to attract offbeat personalities—like me. It was one of the reasons I liked the business so much: I met a lot of real characters.

			On the other hand, construction also attracted a lot of people with criminal records. Perhaps that was no coincidence.

			“Heck of a nice thing to meet you, Mel,” Pete said. “I’ve heard a lot about you. You’re the ghost gal, right?”

			“I’m . . . uh . . . Sure. Yep,” I stumbled. “That’s what they call me, the ‘ghost gal.’”

			Graham winced.

			“Here’s the situation,” said Pete with a nod. “A lot of folks in this business, well, I don’t gotta tell you that they don’t care much for woo-woo talk. And I don’t either, to tell the truth. But what can I say? I can’t deny something’s going on, and it’s interfering with getting this building done.”

			“And what might that be?”

			“There’s a . . . a something. An apparition, I guess it’s called. At the back of the sacristy. He’s got a, uh, what’s that really big sword called? Real broad?”

			“A broadsword?”

			“That’s right! He’s chased out more than one crew, swingin’ that thing. These are good men, Mel. They don’t scare easy. Also, the folks up at the house have seen lights on down here at night when there shouldn’t be, and sometimes there’s music.”

			“Speaking as a professional . . . ,” I said. “That sounds like ghostly behavior to me. It surely does.”

			Graham gave me a dirty look.

			“Anything else?” I asked.

			“Well, there is that, uh, red thing.”

			“There’s something red?”

			“It’s . . . well . . .” Pete’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “Some of the guys think they’ve heard a woman in there somewhere. They go in to look around, and . . . they end up staggering out of there, crying.”

			“Crying?”

			“I swear, they come out, sit down right on the ground, and sob like their dog died. I tell you what: That’s a little, whaddayacallit, disconcerting.”

			“How do they describe it?”

			“Like I said, it’s . . . red.”

			“What else?” I knew from experience that folks who’d had an encounter of the ghostly kind were often unwilling to relate all the details, for fear of sounding foolish. I had learned to be patient.

			Pete shrugged.

			“Just to clarify—they haven’t seen any fireballs, have they? I mean, we’re not talking dragons here, right?”

			I didn’t have to look to know they were both gaping at me. People come to me begging for help, but when I ask a few simple clarifying questions, they act like I’m making it all up.

			“Dragons are a stretch, it’s true, but you were talking about a man with a broadsword. According to ancient lore, that could be a knight out to slay a dragon. Dragons breathe red fire.” I shrugged. “Just a thought.”
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			“Lily,” Inspector Carlos Romero said with a nod, “a moment in private?” His tone was curt, businesslike.

			“Sure.”

			I gestured to Bronwyn and Maya that I was taking a break and led Carlos through a deep red brocade curtain, which separated Aunt Cora’s Closet’s shop floor from the work area. Here, a jumbo washer and dryer for laundering inventory sat to one side, while a galley kitchen with a dorm-sized fridge, a microwave, and an electric teakettle lined the opposite wall. A pile of black Hefty bags and a couple of blue plastic storage boxes held clothing to be sorted, repaired, and cleaned. In the center of the room was a 1960s dinette set, the table topped with jade green Formica. The set was a replica of the one in my childhood home in the little town of Jarod, West Texas.

			Carlos took his usual seat at the table.

			“May I get you anything?” I asked, mostly out of habit because Carlos never accepted my offers of refreshments. “How about a cup of tea? Bronwyn has a new blend of carob, orange peel, and rose hips, which, I guarantee you, tastes a dang sight better than it sounds. It’s all the rage.”

			“No, thanks,” he said with a quick shake of his head.

			I sat in the chair opposite him and waited. He said nothing.

			“One day,” I said.

			“Beg pardon?”

			“I would like one day. Just one. When I wasn’t thinking about a suspicious death.”

			Carlos gazed at me for another long moment. He wasn’t much of a talker under the best of circumstances, and in his line of work, the long pauses surely served a purpose. More than a few cagey suspects and reluctant witnesses had no doubt blurted out something incriminating simply to break the oppressive silence. But this time was different: Carlos appeared to be choosing his words with care. And that probably meant he was here because he had come across something he couldn’t explain, something that fell far outside the purview of a routine police investigation.

			That was where I came in: Lily Ivory, unofficial witchy consultant to the SFPD.

			“Today’s not that day,” he finally replied.

			“Yeah, that was my point. I was feeling so happy right before you came in.”

			One corner of his mouth kicked up in a reluctant smile. “That’s me, all right. The bringer of bad tidings. So I ruined your day, huh?”

			“Not yet you haven’t. But something tells me you’re about to . . .”

			“I need to talk to you about a curandera’s shop gone haywire, a suspicious suicide, and a missing kid.”

			“. . . aaaand there it is.”

			“I’ll start at the beginning; shall I?”

			I sat back in my chair. “Fire away.”

			“Last week a thirty-seven-year-old woman named Nicky Utley jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge.”

			“That’s terrible. But . . . where does a witch come in?”

			“She was into a bunch of weird stuff.”

			“Could you be more specific?”

			“Her husband showed us talismans and pentacles, books on everything from Catholic saints to candle magic, medicinal herbs, and such. Things more . . . overtly religious than your stuff.”

			“But how is any of that related to her death?”

			“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. According to her family and friends, the woman had been consulting with a curandera named Ursula Moreno, who owns a shop called El Pajarito on Mission. What can you tell me about her?”

			“Nothing. I’ve never heard of her.”

			Carlos looked surprised. “I assumed all of your ilk knew one another.”

			“My ilk?”

			“You know what I mean.”

			“I do. But I’m still fairly new in town, remember?” And though I wasn’t going to volunteer this to a member of the SFPD—friend or no—I kept my distance from curanderas. They were about as mixed a bag as the one I wore at my waist. Some were talented folk healers, others wise elders, a rare few were natural-born witches like me. Still others—the vast majority—dabbled in herbs and prayers and rituals, and enjoyed importing and creating talismans and amulets and good-luck charms.

			And a few were out-and-out charlatans.

			In the course of my life, I have learned a lot of things, not the least of which is that—witchy intuition aside—I am a wretched judge of character. So I tried to steer clear of such shops and their proprietors. Besides, it was cheaper by far to purchase my supplies at small apothecaries in Chinatown or local farmers markets . . . or even the ethnic food aisle of a large grocery store. For the more esoteric witchy items, Maya had introduced me to the wonder of the Internet. A few clicks of a mouse and a package of freeze-dried bats would appear on my doorstep in just a few days. As if by magic.

			“Anyway,” Carlos continued, “It looks like the herbs and instructions and whatnot she got from the curandera may have aggravated an underlying condition, which led to her suicide.”

			My stomach clenched. One of my biggest fears was that those who neither understood magical systems, nor gave them the proper respect, would end up hurting themselves or others. Amateurs experimenting with magic were like toddlers playing with matches—initially they may cause no harm, but sooner or later someone got hurt.

			“I’m sorry to hear that. As I’m sure you know, curandera means ‘curer’ or ‘healer.’ The herbs and ‘whatnot’, as you call it, are meant to help. But you have to know what you’re doing.”

			Carlos nodded.

			“So what happened?” I asked.

			“That’s what I’m trying to find out. We have a couple of witnesses to the jump, but. . . .”

			“But you think there’s more to it.”

			He shrugged. “Possibly. And the Mayor’s been on a tear lately, going after folks bilking the public with phony love spells, palm readings, fraudulent psychics, that sort of thing. This fits right in with his cleanup campaign.”

			“I thought fortune-telling was covered by free speech? After all, who’s to say they aren’t seeing the future, or working magic for a fee?”

			Carlos’s lips pressed together. “I’m not interested in discussing the ins and outs of the possible. But there’s a fine line between spewing predictions and conning people. Most of the time we’re looking at charges of grand larceny and fraud, but in the case of Nicky Utley . . . well, her husband’s pushing hard to make something stick. The DA is considering filing charges of gross negligence and practicing medicine without a license, in addition to fraud.”

			“What was the curandera’s name, again?”

			“Ursula Moreno. Her botanica’s called El Pajarito. You sure you don’t know it?”

			I shook my head again. From the other side of the brocade curtain, sounds drifted in: the cheerful buzz of customers trying on different personas as they tried on a new style of dress or hat. The chiming of the old-fashioned brass cash register. A young woman cooing over Oscar, whom I imagined was preening, batting his sleepy eyes up at her as he stretched lazily on his bed. The bell on the front door ringing as another shopper arrived, and someone laughing in high, melodic tones.

			They were comforting sounds, and I felt a fierce desire to tune out what Carlos was telling me. But I did not have that luxury. There aren’t a lot of folks who know enough, or have the requisite skills, to assist the police in supernatural crimes. Carlos was here because he needed my special brand of help. Such, it seemed, was my fate.

			“There’s more,” said Carlos.

			“Oh, goodie.”

			“Something’s happened, something odd.” His finger traced an invisible pattern on the green Formica table top.

			“Odder than occult-inspired suicide?”

			“Moreno’s store. It’s . . . acting up.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“After Moreno was arrested yesterday, the forensics team went to her shop to gather evidence.”

			I waited, but he said nothing.

			“And?” I prompted.

			“The place went haywire. According to the chief forensics tech, stuff was flying off the shelves, the lights kept flickering on and off, a statue tossed a lit cigarette at one of the guys, and a bird skeleton seemed to come alive. It started . . . flying.”

			“Flying? That’s unusual behavior for a skeleton. Are you sure someone’s not pulling your leg?”

			“I know these guys well, Lily. They’re pros who deal with serious crime scenes every day. Chief forensic tech’s been on the job for years—it takes a lot to throw him off his game. But this time, he and his crew beat it out of the shop in a hurry and are refusing to go back. This is . . . unusual.”

			Indeed. “And you’d like me to take a look.”

			Carlos nodded. “Shouldn’t take too long. See what you see, feel what you feel. Try to figure out what’s going on there, and if it’s connected in any way to what happened to Nicky Utley.”

			“All righty.”

			Carlos gave me a suspicious look, and cocked his head in question.

			“That’s it? You’re not going to try to get out of it?”

			I shrugged. “You’ve worn me down, Inspector. Guess I’m the SFPD’s go-to witch. Right?”

			He smiled, and I couldn’t help but smile in return. The thing about Carlos was that every smile felt hard-won, and therefore more worth earning.

			“Besides,” I continued, “this sounds like a job for an expert. If something ‘untoward’ really is happening at the shop, somebody’s bound to get hurt.”

			Carlos nodded and started to rise.

			“I do have one question, though,” I said, and Carlos sat back down. “You’re one of homicide’s star investigators, aren’t you?”

			Carlos shrugged and nodded.

			“So why is the department asking its big gun to work on a case of possible fortune-teller fraud?”

			“I requested it.”

			“May I ask why?”

			“First, because of the strange behavior at the store. I believe I’ve told you, I’ve become the station’s woo woo guy. But, in the interest of full disclosure, it’s also true that I knew the deceased, Nicky Utley, and her husband, Gary, though not well.”

			“Friends of yours?”

			“Acquaintances more than friends. They went to my church, St. Olaf’s.”

			“This would be a . . . Catholic church?” I had met many Catholics in my life—including Carlos— and had discovered they were good people who lived according to a creed of kindness and respect. Still, organized religions made me nervous, what with the witch hunts and the pogroms and the Inquisition and all.

			He nodded.

			“If Nicky Utley was a practicing Catholic,” I said, “why would she turn to a curandera for help?”

			“You tell me.”

			“Well, of course the two don’t preclude each other . . .” I said, thinking aloud. “Where I’m from, it isn’t unusual for churchgoers to turn to my grandmother for herbs and charms. I just haven’t run into this sort of overlap here in San Francisco.”

			Carlos stood. “People are people, Lily. They’re not all that different, no matter where they live. Listen, I have a quick errand to run. Why don’t I pick you up in, say, half an hour?”

			“I could meet you at the shop, if that’s easier.”

			“That would be better. Thanks. El Pajarito on Mission near Twenty-second.” He checked his wristwatch, a sporty model with lots of knobs. “Let’s make it an hour, to be on the safe side. And, Lily, if you get there first, don’t go in without me.”

			I nodded.

			“I’m serious.”

			“I can tell. I won’t go in without you.”

			He gave me another suspicious look.

			“What?” I asked.

			“All this easy cooperation is making me nervous. Tell me you’re not blowin’ smoke up my caboose.”

			“I’m not even sure how to do such a thing,” I laughed. “I told you: I’m resigned to my fate. But I do have one last question. . . .”

			“What’s that?”

			“Since I’m the SFPD’s official paranormal consultant, do I get dental coverage?”

			Carlos flashed me a bright white smile. “You’re official only in my book. If the department knew I was bringing in a witch to consult on this case . . . well, let’s just say I put up with enough ribbing from my colleagues as it is.”

			Carlos drew aside the curtain. Folks were milling about, crowding the aisles, inspecting long peasant skirts, faded bell-bottoms, and fringed leather vests.

			“Looks like quite the hippie convention out here.”

			“We’ve been as busy as Grandpa’s Sunday tie, as they say.”

			Carlos looked amused. “Who says that?”

			I laughed. “I guess we say that back in Texas. Anyway, the Haight Street Summer of Love Festival is this weekend.”

			The Summer of Love Festival was held annually to commemorate one of the neighborhood’s most famous eras. It had been nearly fifty years since hippies sent out the call for “gentle people” to put some flowers in their hair and meet in the Haight Ashbury to build a new world order of peace, music, and harmony. They hadn’t quite achieved their goals, but the neighborhood had retained its willingness to accept iconoclasts and freethinkers of all stripes.

			Ambitious festivalgoers had been flocking to Aunt Cora’s Closet in search of “authentic” hippie clothes for weeks now. Vintage tie-dye and flouncy peasant dresses were flying off the racks; love beads and headbands were in short supply. Bell-bottomed jeans, pants in wild colors, and embroidered Mexican blouses—most of which I had picked up for a song at flea markets and yard sales—were in great demand.

			“Sure, the Summer of Love Festival,” he nodded. “I know it well.”

			“It’s my first time; I’m pretty excited. So, do you have a costume?”

			“I’m wearing it.” Carlos passed a hand over his khaki chinos and a black leather jacket.

			“Think you look like a hippie, do you?”

			“Even better. I’m a narc.”

			I smiled. “You should at least wear a few love beads around your neck.”

			“Maybe I’ll dig through your treasure chest before I leave.”

			Recently I had started tossing cheap costume jewelry and plastic items—except for the valuable Bakelite, of course—in an old wooden chest that had supposedly came to San Francisco with the pioneers. Now cleansed of cobwebs and its sordid past, it had become my “treasure chest”: Everything in it went for under five dollars, and many items were just a quarter. Customers spent a lot of time digging through it with childlike abandon.

			Which reminded me . . .

			“Carlos, hold on. Didn’t you say something about a missing child?”

			“Fourteen-year-old Selena Moreno. We’re not positive she’s missing . . . Weird thing is, we can’t get a word out of Ursula. But according to the neighbors, Selena used to live with her grandmother. Hasn’t shown up to school, but it looks like her attendance has always been spotty, so it’s hard to say what’s going on there. Most likely she’s staying with relatives, but I’d feel better knowing for sure.”

			“Do you think something in the shop might point me in her direction?”

			“You know me, Lily. I don’t think anything in particular.”

			“But you’re suspicious of everything.”

			He gave me a wink and a smile.
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